
        
            
                
            
        

    
i went on an adventure and all i got was this barbarian orc






Chapter Five, in which the party meets some new friends, battles some dangerous creatures, finally makes it to the final dungeon (and only one person dies!).


Jennifer Cody



contents


Acknowledgments
Content Warning
Characters
1. Berklak
2. Lawton
3. Berklak
4. Lawton
5. Berklak
6. Lawton
7. Berklak
8. Lawton
9. Berklak
10. Lawton
11. Berklak
12. Lawton
13. Lawton
14. Berklak
15. Lawton
Author Note
(Never) Feed the Crows Blurb
(Never) Feed The Crows
About the Author
Also by Jennifer Cody



Copyright © 2023 by Jennifer Cody

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

NO AI/NO BOT. We do not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium. We support the right of humans to control their artistic works.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The use of any real company and/or product names is for literary effect only. All other trademarks and copyrights are the property of their respective owners.

This book contains sexually explicit material which is suitable only for mature readers.

Formatting by Tammy, Aspen Tree E.A.S.

Editing by Shannon, Aspen Tree E.A.S.

Cover art by Yori, yoridesu15@gmail.com

Cover assembly by Tammy, Aspen Tree E.A.S.


blurb


Lawton:

I honestly thought passing through the ward to the freezing land of Gwafellaw would be more miserable than it turns out to be. Who has time to be miserable when everything in the land wants to kill you? No one, that’s who.

Between fighting dragons, finding a new species, and saving a crazy druid, Berklak and I are learning exactly what it means to be anchored, tied together, bonded, and in love. We’re going to defeat the aelysou hurting Fasgard no matter what it takes, because I’m the high sorcerer of Fasgard and the most powerful necromancer alive. I won’t let anything separate me from the love of my life—not my father, not a goddess, not even death.

Berklak:

I’ve been adventuring for over fifty years, and I’ve adventured in Gwafellaw before, but I’ve never seen so much hostility. The only good thing walking this land is Lawton, and I’d follow him to the portals of death herself if that’s where he wanted to go.

I might not be sure exactly what we’re going to find in this frozen wasteland, but if it’s not my happily ever after, I won’t have done my job right. I’m proficient in weapons, and I’m confident we’ll prevail, but it’s a good thing we have Lawton to keep us from permanently making the ultimate sacrifice. I’d hate for him to lose me before we even figure out where we’re going to live after this.

I Went on an Adventure and All I Got Was This Barbarian Orc is a five chapter serial fantasy adventure with a light-hearted, fun TTRPG vibe. Expect big magic, lots of cuddles, plenty of steam, and a team of characters that might not get a natural 20 on every roll, but they make up for it with creative solutions to both magical and mundane problems.
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content warning


This installment of I Went on an Adventure and All I Got Was This Barbarian Orc includes an ancient poem of this world that includes a sexual assault and the murder of an innocent woman. While I have tried to make it as vague as possible, it still needed to be clear that a woman was attacked and killed. Please be sure to skip the poem in the tenth chapter if this might hurt you.

Other possible triggers include cannibalism (dark elves eating a wood elf).


Aelysou- the gods that rule over what mortals consider good or neutral ideals

Aelich- the messengers/servants/warriors of the aelysou

Aethyr- the realm of the gods

Akebburc- brain eaters from the plane of fears; they have mouths with both teeth and tentacles and the power to psychically stun their victims so it’s easier to eat the brain

Draconian- a race of reptilian people that are born in fire

Elher- a species of felid people

Halfling: half elf, half human

Maelysou- the gods that rule over what mortals consider negative or neutral ideals

Maelich- the messengers/servants/warriors of the maelysou

Pescer- a race of reptilian people that are born in water

Qilatone elves- high elves; they claim to be the original elves from which all other elves are descended

Semer- a species of canid people

Thyr- the mortal realm

Viltz- a race of corrupted elves that live in the deep caves

Xenecar- the race of people that were born from a maelysou and a legion of humans hundreds of thousands of years ago; they are not considered human anymore

Yeti- an abominable snow person, like a sasquatch, but for colder climes; created when Gwafellaw froze
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Lawton Arcival Fairkin- necromancer, High Sorcerer of Fasgard, fourth child of King Valerian, human
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Armus Song- bard, xenecar

Inghram Sepferaline- paladin of the aelysou Benilon, the god of redemption, child of the maelysou Sepferel, human demigod

Frost- ranger, watchman, close guard for Lawton, halfling (human-elf)

Tavia Lark- ranger, soldier, close guard for Lawton, halfling
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The Palace Staff

Hildred- Steward of the palace, draconian

General Curtis Aleron- Palace Warden, human
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Orcs come from trees. We don’t usually let non-orcs know how that works, because some people can be judgmental and other people are scared of orcs, and if they knew exactly how easy it was to make an orc son, they might start cutting down more trees than they already do.

The trees, of course, are practical about life and death. They don’t regret the lumberjack that cuts the tree that forms the table that the lumberjack’s children sit at to eat. Trees see it as part of the cycle of life. They know that eventually the table will rot and return to the earth and become another tree.

Eventually I too will return to the trees, and even though I was technically born in the way elves are born, I still have a deeply intimate connection to the trees from which all my orcish ancestors came.

As I sit in the small grove to the northwest of King’s Crossing, my mind and body sink into the love and acceptance of the trees surrounding me. They know me as well as they know all orcs, and while I become an extension of them in my mind, their voice calls to me.

“Berklak, son of Erklak, son of Kalerk, son of Alerk, son of Krela…”

The whispers of the entire ancestry of my people continue in the background of my mind, reminding me of the orcs that came before me. Eventually the trees will reach the first orc, the one created by Rhaxeus, the aelysou of fertility, and Udaris, the maelysou of the hunt. The trees remember his name and have kept it for all orcs to remember: Ganibarash the Sentinel.

Awareness of myself and my place in this world, in its future and history, expands through me. I breathe in sync with the man in my lap, sitting with me as I listen to the whispers of the trees. His scent fills my lungs and I revel in the years ahead of us, knowing that I’ll have him with me when I commune with the trees in the future. This is the first time we’ve come to find our peace together with the trees; it is the start of our journey, and the years ahead of us are filled with time we will commune like this.

As that knowledge settles in me, my self expands to include the tree under whose boughs I’ve sat and the siblings to it that have grown up around it. I release the ownership of my self and accept that I belong to thyr, to the trees, to the air and the soil. I remember what it is to be a part of the whole, and I give myself over to it.

As the trees around us recite my history, I release the inherent selfishness of my mind and heart, sharing all of my experiences and memories since the last time I communed with them. They take my history, record it in their roots, in the memories of the trees, and when they’ve finished, they take the message I want to send to my orc brothers across all of thyr, and they pass it along.

Every orc that communes with the trees will learn how to stymie the control of the miasma over slighted women, and they can share that knowledge. All it takes is contact with women who aren’t attracted to men to help lessen the effect of the miasma on women who are attracted to men. Until we get the source of the miasma under control, my brothers across thyr will help control the effects of it.

Thanking the trees for their kindness and help, I let my awareness return to just that of my own body, letting go of the sensation of belonging to the whole of thyr.

I blink a few times, realigning with the smallness of existing just as myself again, and I squeeze Lawton in a firm hug, snuffling his soft blond curls where his distinct scent lurks for my personal enjoyment. “Hello, love. Did you commune with the trees?”

Lawton turns in my arms, straddling my hips and leans in close, rubbing his cheek on my tusk before kissing my lower lip. “I did. It was an incredible experience. I don’t think I’ve ever considered how much a part of thyr I am. Thank you for sharing this with me.”

I never had any doubt that Lawton was my person, but his experience of the trees and his reaction to it is simply further confirmation that I’ve chosen the right mate. I lick into his mouth and kiss him briefly before pulling back to turn my attention to the other man sitting with us.

Darian gazes above the tree line, brow frowning at the overcast sky. I gently touch his hand, shifting the braids we’ve twisted together like we always do when we commune together. They’re coiled between us, my black a stark contrast to his yellow, but pretty when entwined. Darian turns his dark brown eyes toward me with the soft look that he gets when he becomes one with the trees.

“I thought I saw a dragon,” he explains, glancing back to the sky.

“I wonder if there’s some kind of magic making them invisible to us,” Lawton ponders, remembering like me that at least one of our party has interacted with dragons before, and that he’s the only person we know who has for a thousand years.

“Do you think they’re returning?” I ask them both. “Could it be that the magic that’s been hiding them is weakening?”

Lawton considers it and shrugs. “It’s possible, but why now? And why would anyone hide them away?”

“I suppose we could wish for an answer and talk to Sepferel,” I tease, pretending to be serious with my face.

Lawton giggles and shakes his head. “You can’t trick me, Berklak. I can feel your intentions.”

Darian huffs at us, but his Eyes of Approbation tell us he’s happy that we’ve found love together.

“I guess I’ll have to figure out how to trick you another day. Let’s get back to King’s Crossing. I’m sure the others have finished stocking up by now.” I don’t relish leaving the grove, but the sense of urgency I’ve had since yesterday drives me to usher us back to our quest.

After Lawton’s goop revealed that King’s Crossing was covered in a thick fog of the magical miasma, the instinct to hurry quickened within me. I’ve always been a natural adventurer, and I’ve never met a quest that defeated me, so I’ve learned to rely on my instincts, and they’re telling me to hurry us into Gwafellaw. Something is happening there, and it’s wreaking havoc across Fasgard and all of thyr. We’re the group chosen to fix it, and the gods have shown us favor, so we need to get moving.

At least, that’s the sense of it I have. I can’t say I’m looking forward to entering the icy lands of the south. A thousand years ago, Gwafellaw fell to the wilds. The trees remember what happened, but I haven’t asked about it—maybe I should have done that while I was communing. It doesn't matter though, the lands fell and froze over, and that’s what we have to deal with now.

I’ve traveled there before; I crossed the border into Gwafellaw some fifty years ago searching for the treasure of Halji the Lost Princess of Smos Esten. I had the princess’s journal and enough clues that I did eventually find it, but breaking it out of its prison caused a blight that ended up with an army of wights attacking Hosten’s Tower outside of King’s Crossing. I didn’t cause the wights—that’s on the necromancer that raised them—but I might’ve had a hand in pissing off the necromancer that did. Thankfully, I was aware enough of the problem to get to Hosten’s Tower ahead of the wights.

The memory of that entire adventure makes my stomach a little sour at the idea of traversing the Gwafellaw wilds again, but I get myself a long draught of mead and let the warmth soothe my nerves. I’ve never been defeated in battle, and I’m not heading into Gwafellaw with a defeatist attitude. Lawton can stop whatever aelysou is causing this mess, and I’ll be there to make sure any minions trying to distract him die before they even get to him.

“You’re pensive,” Lawton whispers to me as we approach the door to the inn we stayed at last night.

“Am I?” I ask, thinking about it and nodding. “I suppose returning to Gwafellaw has me thinking and worrying a bit. It’s cold past the ward. Extremely cold. We need the cloaks Armus and Inghram hopefully bought us, but I think it would be good to have a heating spell and a supply of torches or oil lamps. Even if we don’t need the light, the heat will help stave off the cold as we walk.”

“We have a few of both in the wagon, but we can buy more before we cross the ward, and then we can add them to the supplies.”

Darian’s quiet voice interrupts our planning. “I know of a spell for warmth, but it only works for the caster. We would have to teach everyone how to use it. It lasts 8 hours, and it will drain a level two magic user, and they would have to rest before they can use it again.”

“It’s the perfect spell for using while we sleep then,” Lawton decides. “Thank you. We can take a few minutes for you to teach it to us before we depart.”

Darian dips his chin, and we make our way over to where the rest of our group awaits us with a pile of goods on the table. As soon as we get there, Armus starts handing out our supplies: fur lined cloaks and wool stockings and gloves, some potions for warmth, and heated thermoses that he bought to replace our water skins.

At the end of the distribution he holds several cloth sacks about the size of his palm. “One enterprising merchant figured out how to infuse a bit of warmth into a pair of stones. These stones are always slightly warmer than your skin temperature, and he suggests putting them in our gloves or mittens to keep our hands warm. I bought enough for our hands and feet. It will keep us from getting frostbite in our extremities.”

“Smart,” I approve, taking four of the little sacks and giving Lawton two of them.

The weather in King’s Crossing is warm and temperate for a late summer day, but the moment we cross the ward that separates Fasgard from Gwafellaw, we will be in the depths of a winter chill. The land south of Fasgard hasn’t seen warmth for at least a thousand years, so anything to keep us from suffering from the dangers of extreme cold is a yes from me.

“Darian has a spell to teach you all so you can keep warm while we sleep.” I can’t use it, but I plan to have Lawton in my bedding with me, and his warmth will keep me just fine.

The party’s attention moves away from our cold-weather gear to behind me, and I turn, finding the king’s war general striding toward us. Lawton greets the man warmly. “Aleron! I didn’t think we would see you again.”

We spent last night at the king’s table during a spontaneous feast “to celebrate the work of the soldiers.” That’s what everyone was told, but Lawton thinks it was to celebrate him anchoring to me. I agree. The king might be a little more circumspect about his love for his son because Lawton’s magic is illegal in Fasgard, but I can tell the man cares as much for his middle child as he does for the rest of his children.

Aleron gives my necromancer an affectionate look and takes a seat at our table next to him. “I’ve been tasked with acquiring a linestone for his majesty in the event he should want to contact you,” he explains, pulling a bit of bread and cheese toward him from the platter on the table.

See. The king does love Lawton, and I think Lawton finally knows it.

Lawton’s purple eyes glow brilliantly as he pulls his backpack forward and starts digging into it. “I have several matched pairs that I never got around to distributing. I intended to make enough for you and all your knights, but then I realized that you probably didn’t want that many holes in your ears, and it would be difficult to remember which earring contacted which person if I just put them all in at once. So, I ended up with only five matching sets besides ours and no real use for them.”

“Lawton,” I chastise softly, shaking my head at him.

He looks at me as he withdraws a jewelry box from his backpack. “What?”

Armus reaches over and taps his claw on the table. “My dear, dear prince. I think perhaps your beloved half-orc is wondering why you wouldn’t share a set with him at the least, and if you have five of them, I think it would be in the party’s best interest to have distributed the sets between us just in case our party is separated for one reason or another.”

Lawton glances at the agreement on everyone’s faces and shrugs, widening his eyes to emphasize his naivety. “I’m new to adventuring! I didn’t think about it. But it is a good idea.” He pulls out five matching sets of earrings from the jewelry box and stares at them for a long moment. “Next time I’m going to make group linestones instead of pairs. I’ll attune several stones to each other so that everyone can hear what is spoken at the same time no matter where they are. That’s what I should have done for you, Aleron.”

General Aleron chuckles, amused. “When you return you can do that so I can communicate with my knights from a distance.”

Lawton nods and picks up a pair of earrings, handing one to Aleron and keeping the other. “For my father.”

Aleron slips the linestone earring into his pocket. “Where should he place it?”

“I think the right tragus,” Lawton replies, pulling a piercing needle from this jewelry box too. He offers it to Aleron. “Do you mind?”

Aleron takes the needle and pierces Lawton’s right tragus, slips the earring through the hole, and adds the little rubber backstop to keep it in place.

“Mine next. I want an earring that connects me to you too,” I say, grabbing a set of earrings and holding them out to Lawton.

My lover smiles and giggles, turning to Aleron. “Left anti-tragus?”

Aleron repeats the same process on Lawton, and then on me. I’d forgotten how much a piercing could hurt, but once he’s done adding the earring to my ear, I sit back down, looking around the group. “Do me another with Darian, and then one set each for Tavia and Frost and Armus and Inghram. You don’t mind us distributing them all?” I confirm with Lawton.

My prince shakes his head enthusiastically. “I wholly approve.”

Turning to the general, I ask, “Do you mind piercing the rest of us?”

Aleron snorts a laugh. “Master orc, I assure you I am willing to do anything that will help to ensure this prince’s health and safety. If I’d known he had these linestones when you brought this group together, I would have already used them up.”

“Prince Lawton does tend to pull things out of his bag of tricks that could have been useful days ago,” Armus muses as Aleron gets to work poking holes and setting earrings.

Lawton huffs at us. “I don’t know what I don’t know. I promise I will get better at this whole adventuring thing.”

“I do not approve of the implication that you’ll be continuing to travel after this quest,” Aleron declares, glancing around at us. “This is supposed to be a unique circumstance.”

Lawton giggles while Frost and Tavia widen their eyes and try to appear innocent. Armus’ tail bangs on the bench behind him, and Inghram bites his lip while putting a stabilizing arm around the bard’s shoulders. Darian studies Aleron for a moment before quietly murmuring to him, “I don’t think you could stop him from leaving if you tried. He doesn’t need our protection; he needs our friendship.”

Armus nods solemnly, reaching out to take Darian’s hand, and Inghram watches Aleron work with a sad smile, adding, “Lawton’s stories of the palace have educated us about how badly the people there treat him. We are loyal to our prince, and our friendship is the difference between the high sorcerer of Fasgard going on an adventure and the most powerful sorcerer in all of thyr deciding that people aren’t worth the trouble they give him. Trust me, General Aleron, it’s easier to be the monster the world sees in you than it is to prove you aren’t one to people who will never be convinced.”
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That’s…

Not at all unnerving.

Inghram’s words run through me like a chill. I already considered the possibility of turning into a monster. Berklak could be the catalyst that turns me into the kind of necromancer that the world fears, but I was hoping that it was a passing thought and not something that I would really do. Now I’m a bit worried I would.

Aleron gives Inghram a skeptical look. “Really? I don’t think anyone thinks Lawton is a monster. They’re just wary of his magic, and he’s powerful, but he’s not the most powerful sorcerer in all… of… thyr—Law, what happened to you? Don’t give me that dragonshit about coming into your powers.” Aleron’s magic probes around me, and the shock on his face tells me that he hadn’t noticed the change in me until he looked for it.

I would have expected him to notice right away like my father did. “I can’t tell you, of course. My father knows, and that’s as much as I can say without causing trouble for myself and the kingdom.”

I want to tell him, but the war general of the kingdom would probably be required to tattle to relevant people about my new status with Berklak, and it’s easier for us all if I don’t put him into any kind of compromising position.

Aleron, of course, doesn’t let it go. It’s not in his nature to let any kind of security risk near any of the royal family. “Your highness.”

I hold up my hand to stay his protest. “Normally I would never go against you in anything, General, but in this case, unless this becomes a significant enough security risk that Berklak and my guard”—I wave my hand at my friends—“can’t deal with it, I cannot give you more information than that. Please trust me, my friend. I would tell you if it wouldn’t compromise the kingdom, you, me, and my friends.”

Aleron grimaces but concedes with a tight nod. “As you say, your highness. I will trust you.”

I smile at him, patting his arm affectionately. “Thank you, my friend. Now, let’s get these piercings done so I can heal everyone’s wounds. No sense in letting them fester.”

Aleron gets to work giving everyone matching linestone earrings, and while he’s doing that, we bundle up our cold weather gear to don at the gate and Darian writes down the warmth spell. When we get to the gate, I’ll summon our wagon to manage the torches and oil lamps. We’re planning to buy enough torches and oil to last a fortnight, and we’ll need the wagon to carry the extra.

I grab the attention of one of the servants, and she comes to me as I’m pocketing the small warmth pebbles. “Go round up ten lanterns, a barrel of oil, and twenty torches. Meet us at the gate to Gwafellaw, and charge the supplies to the king,” I order her, grabbing a gold coin from my own purse to pay for her labor.

The servant sketches a quick bow and hurries off.

Aleron finished piercing everyone, and now that we’re all ready for long-distance communication, I chant the heal wounds spell so we’re not dealing with the natural healing of a new hole in our ears. “To activate it, you just need to imbue a tiny spark of magic into it. Berklak, I want you to try to connect to me through your linestone the same way you would during sex.”

Being a magical null, Berklak doesn’t have any control over magic, but he’s not without it at all. He has orc magic, which is completely passive, except that Berklak’s intention to form a temporary bond with any of his sexual partners is required. I think if he thinks of the stone as a means of connecting to me in the same way, he can spark it. That should be enough magic to open the line if he needs to talk to me from a distance. If not, I’ll give him a different means of doing it—a tiny zombie spider that is instructed to spark the line if a code word is spoken would do the trick.

Berklak smiles, closing his eyes, and touches his linestone. Immediately his timber tremble purrs in his chest, and his whispered words echo in my ear from the linestone we share. “My love, did it work?”

I close the distance between us, leaning into the purr that rumbles through his chest. “That worked perfectly.”

Berklak’s arms come around me, encasing me in his safety and stability. After a minute of us simply hugging, the timber tremble slows to a stop and the linestone’s magic fades again. It’s not exactly how I imagined their use, but I’m glad I made them generalized enough that even an orc’s passive magic can activate them.

Once we all have our linestones in place, I pull my little raskar out of my pocket and offer it to Aleron. “Do you mind keeping her for me? Freezing cold temperatures are not good for zombies.” They’re at least as bad as extremely hot temperatures, though for different reasons.

Aleron takes my raskar and pockets the little creature. “I’ll be at the gate with your father to see you off,” he tells me before sketching an informal bow and bidding us all goodbye. Once he’s gone, our preparations for the journey advance quickly, and soon we’re standing at the gate where Aleron and the king have come to see us depart.

I don’t actually know how my father will react to seeing my magic in use, but the people we’ve sent out for sundries have gathered, and it’s time to load our wagon with the loot—erm, provisions. Without making a dramatic scene about it, I summon the wagon in a space large enough for it and wave to the people with our supplies.

“Load it all here, please,” I tell them as Berklak rolls up the canvas covering the back of the wagon.

Tavia jumps into the wagon and starts taking stock of everything already in it and what’s going in, writing every new item down on the manifest as Frost assists in organizing. As they do that, one of the paladin mages that guard the ward approaches me, head held high, looking down his nose at me.

Great. Another bastard who hates me for my magic. I’d almost forgotten what it’s like to see this prejudice in action.

“Your highness,” he practically sneers, “protocol requires I or another paladin check your wagon and your persons before allowing you to go through the ward. Items illegal to carry out of Fasgard will be confiscated, and any illicit magic may result in prosecution. As I’m sure you’re aware.”

Damn, I don’t think I could affect that much snobbery if I practiced in a mirror. The man practically oozes disdain. It’s so impressive that I can’t even be offended by it. If anything, a giggle accidentally erupts out of me, which I think is the only reasonable response to that much self-importance.

“Paladin Whatever Your Name Is—” he didn’t deign to give it to me, so a general title is good enough. “As I’m sure you’re aware, I am the high sorcerer of Fasgard. I don’t require your permission to leave Fasgard. I’m going through this gate because I needed to stop in King’s Crossing for information and supplies, but if I’d already had everything I needed, I could go through the ward at any point along its border. This is my ward; you’re merely one of a dozen mages tasked with its stewardship.”

He opens his mouth, but I cut off whatever he thinks he deserves to say by pointing to my wagon, Frost, and specifically Tavia. “As you can see from your lofty perch, I have a soldier currently taking stock of the items in my wagon and a watchman helping her. The paladin in my escort is certainly capable of letting me know if any magical item in our possession is dangerous, although I’m not sure why I would need him to, considering who and what I am. Don’t you agree?”

The paladin stares at me for a moment, jaw tense.

Berklak joins me, running a hand down my back and staring at the paladin as only an orc can. “Something going on?” he asks; he looks deceptively calm, but inside he’s one wrong word away from raging.

I shoot him a wicked grin and rub his stomach over his shirt. “Oh, we’re just going over protocols, that’s all.” I return my gaze to the paladin and widen my smile to show him my teeth. It’s as much of a threat as it would be coming from Darian. “Anything else I can help you with?”

The paladin’s ability to ride the line between absolute disgust and enough respect to not get imprisoned for disrespecting a prince of Fasgard is impressive. “No, your highness. I will let my soldiers and paladins know you intend to open the ward yourself.”

I didn’t say that, but it’s probably safer if I do it anyway. Who knows if someone might accidentally close the ward before we’re fully through.

Without another word, I turn to Berklak, dismissing the paladin. “I need to give my respects to the king. Do you want to join me?”

Berklak’s warm smile infuses me with the love that flows through our bond. “I always want to join you,” he replies, offering me his arm.

I take it and let him lead me over to where my father and Aleron wait near the gate. I step ahead of him at the appropriate distance and bow low. Berklak doesn’t bow, but he’s not expected to, and my father ignores him, as he should. For the same reason my siblings’ guards don’t bow, mine shouldn’t either. In the performance of their duties, they aren’t subjects of the king; they are tools for the protection of their wards, and tools don’t bow.

“Rise, sorcerer,” my father commands, and I obey, looking up at him.

He barely glances at me before returning his attention to anywhere but me, which is normal for our public interactions. I’m pleased to see the linestone in his ear, and I wonder if he’s giving me that side of his head so I can see it.

“We trust you are ready for the journey into the frozen wilds?” he asks coolly.

“I am, your majesty,” I assure him. “We need only don our cold weather gear and we will be off.”

The king gestures to one of his guards, and the man steps forward, handing me a small scroll. “We searched the history archives and procured this for you. It’s a rubbing from a stone tablet in the ruins of Gwafellaw. It may prove useful.”

I dip another bow to my king. “Thank you, your majesty.”

The king gestures again. “Go, sorcerer. We will await good news upon your return.”

Dismissed, I rise from my bow and take my leave, fluttering with happiness at my father’s regard.

Berklak reaches over and pinches my little butt, chuckling softly. “You are my favorite,” he murmurs affectionately.

I wiggle at his words, but my reply is cut off as Tavia and Frost jump out of our wagon, waving at me. “It’s ready!” they call in unison, and I’m pretty sure they’re doing that on purpose to freak out the rest of the soldiers around us. I’m discovering that those two like to play up how much they look alike by acting like creepy twins, and it tickles me that they do that. I’m a necromancer; it’s in my nature to like creepy things.

Since the wagon has the sigils already drawn on it, I simply send a spark of magic to activate them and the wagon disappears into the aethyr. We join Inghram, Darian, and Armus near the gate, and together we all don our cold weather gear. I stick the warming pebbles into my new wool socks and mittens and take a lantern from the ones Armus held back for us, igniting it with a snap spell.

When we’re all bundled up and ready, I hand Berklak my lantern and look to the king. His blank face doesn’t change, but his magic builds around him and he holds up the focus he uses occasionally.

Wow, my father’s opening the ward for us. That’s unexpected, but it gives me a little jolt of joy that he cares about us enough to take responsibility for our departure, remind everyone that he is a powerful sorcerer as well, and show that he approves of this quest.

Filtering the magic through his focus, my father opens a pass through the ward, and Aleron calls out, “Open the gate!”

Immediately soldiers raise the portcullis while others atop the wall draw their bows, readying for any attack that might come from any creatures trying to take advantage of the hole in Fasgard’s defenses.

With no ceremony or hesitation, as soon as the gate lifts enough for us to pass under it, I sprint for the other side with my guard flanking me.

Freezing wind and unbearable cold hits me all at once, freezing the hairs in my nose with every breath as I run as far into Gwafellaw as I can. We need to get as far from the gate as possible. The opening of the ward will have alerted many of the denizens of this land, and some of those fuckers live and loiter close enough to attack even before the clang of the gate coming down finishes echoing off the ice.

The battle cry of an ice troll rings out from our left, and an echo of it answers from our right.

“Arm yourselves!” Berklak calls as we run.

Between the gate and the forest of ice trees, a kilometer of open space leaves us vulnerable to all kinds of attack with no cover from ranged weapons or attacks from the sky.

Another war cry rises, this time from all sides, and an unholy roar from the sky answers it.

“Dragon!” Inghram yells. “The trees may hinder us more than help!”

“Dragon?” Armus demands from behind me. “I thought you were making that up!”

“Why would I make up something that preposterous?” Inghram questions. “I only learned that others couldn’t see them when—RUN FASTER!”

I glance behind and nearly swallow my tongue at the sight of a huge, hundred meter long frosty blue dragon and the boulder of ice arcing through the sky toward us.

“LEFT!” I scream, bearing to the left to avoid the boulder.

The boom of it hitting the frozen land knocks me off my feet, and I roll, landing on my ass. Darian rolls to his feet right next to me, and his form suddenly expands, stretching out. He grows, stepping over us as his body transforms from his elfin form into another frosty blue dragon.

Fuck yeah! He’s seen a dragon and now he can transform into one! Druid polymorphing spell for the win!

The dragon rears back at the sudden appearance of another dragon, and Berklak roars, launching himself up onto Darian’s scaly back between his wings. “Get me on that dragon!” he yells, and Darian launches into the sky, blowing the rest of us back with the force of the wind from his wings.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Inghram chants, rolling to his feet and drawing his sword.

I hop up, watching Darian charge the dragon until Armus grabs my arm and turns me to face him.

“We need a ward. The trolls—” he cuts himself off, pointing with both hands in multiple directions where several dozen trolls are charging toward us.

“Fuck,” I cuss, gathering my magic without pulling from the vast well that Berklak has given me. “Why are there so many? I thought they were territorial and didn’t play well together?” I demand, building a ward that can keep the trolls and the dragon out.

“They are,” Tavia confirms cheerily as I scribble in the ice.

“Except during mating season,” Frost adds, readying her throwing knives.

“Well then. Who thinks my father can see me from here?” I ask as the ward goes up.

We all look toward the wall—we’re about halfway between the trees and the gate.

“He can definitely see you if he’s looking,” Inghram decides.

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing we aren’t in Fasgard, because I’m about to make these trolls my zombies.” I form the spell in my mind and fill it with an excess of magic that I pull from the spider zombies I keep connected to, casting my drain-life spell beyond the ward, targeting the lead troll in the biggest clump of the creatures.

The troll immediately begins to rot, stumbling over itself and falling, and in a wave of death, every creature within forty meters of it dies in the same fashion. Frost’s daggers start flicking out of her hand and back, Tavia’s arrows thwick through the ward, and I reach out with the tendrils of my necromancy, calling the bodies to rise, turning them into my slaves. Under the will of my command, the zombie trolls turn into vicious, blood thirsty killing machines, attacking the rest of the living trolls and turning them with every killing bite.

I turn my attention to the sky where Darian and the dragon are locked together in a spiraling battle. “Don’t you fucking die,” I command Berklak, barely able to see him clinging to our druid’s back.

But even if he does, I’ll bring him back to life; I’m never going to live without him.
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The force of Darian crashing into the dragon—the motherfucking dragon—jars my hold on his scales, and I slip off the horned scale I’m clinging to. I catch myself on the next one and dig my boots in, looking for my opportunity. I’ve never killed a dragon, never even seen one, but I know the legends of them.

Go in through the eye—blind them.

Stab the gap when they flair before they exhale their magic breath—take their magic.

Find the soft spot at their joint and pierce through to their heart—kill them.

Sounds easy enough.

“Don’t you fucking die.”

“I have far too much to live for, love.”

Besides, my necromancer would bring me back if I ever did die. Knowledge of that is surprisingly comforting.

Aware of Lawton’s eyes on me and his stress tightening our bond, I launch myself up Darian’s scales, climbing the near vertical surface of his body like I would a rocky cliff. And just like when I’ve done that, I don’t think about anything but the climb, because I’ve got more than enough terror to contend with, I don’t need to add heights to the fears trying to spook me.

Darian and the dragon fight tooth and claw, making the climb to Darian’s head treacherous. Seconds feel like hours, and it takes an age to reach Darian’s flair of horns. They’re slick with blood—the dragon is missing an eye, which means that my friend has also heard the legends.

“Get the other one,” I tell him, seizing the opportunity when the dragon strikes with its teeth to jump from Darian’s neck onto its snout. I run for all I’m worth, jumping and catching the dragon’s horns and swinging myself onto its back. It immediately dives backward, forcing me to cling to its bloody horn as it falls toward the ground.

“No, no, no.” I think I could get used to Lawton’s voice in my ear; I like knowing he’s got my back.

“It’s not going to break its wings to actually crash,” I assure him.

I just have to hold on until it rights itself, which only takes a few seconds. Darian grabs its arms and pulls it up, forcing it back into a flying battle. Trusting Darian to finish blinding the beast, I carefully slide down its horns to its neck.

“Darian, I need this dragon to use its ice breath after you’ve finished blinding it.” I’m loving the convenience of the linestones already.

“Yes,” he replies as I find my opening and hold on.

My war hammer is useful for a lot of things, but piercing isn’t one of them. I pull the dagger I carry for cutting up my dinners and prepare for a bloody mess. I should have kept a javelin on hand, but I thought with a wagon, I’d be able to grab one if I needed it. They’re ranged weapons—obviously I didn’t expect to need them on hand with several magic users and ranged weapons experts in my party.

“Remind me when I don’t die killing a motherfucking dragon that I need to carry a javelin with my war hammer.”

“I’m not going to let you die,” Lawton responds coolly.

The dragon roars, deafening me to anything but the painful noise. My eyes feel like they’re going to explode and a piercing pain shoots through my ears, leaving me with a disorienting ringing. It’s by the skin of my tusks that I keep my grip on the dragon’s scales. I blink when the pressure against my eyes stops, and the scales beneath me expand outward, flaring out and revealing the hide of the creature beneath. I strike as soon as the gap is large enough for my arm, slicing through the delicate skin. I saw past the skin and muscle, cutting through sinew until I breach the hollow where magic chills the dragon’s breath. The blood covering my arm freezes as I breach the chamber, and I involuntarily drop the dagger as I jerk my arm back from the freezing cold.

“Fuck,” I grunt, thinking for a moment before deciding I’ll just have to use my hand.

The warming spell on the pebble in my glove isn’t going to cut it for this. “I sure hope you can heal frostbite,” I say aloud, even though I can’t hear my lover. I can’t hear anything at all—the motherfucking dragon’s roar deafened me. “This is going to hurt. Darian, get this dragon to the ground. Someone else is going to have to get the heart.” I’m about to lose a hand; someone else will have to finish the job.

I hope Lawton is listening.

The dragon mustn’t like having my arm in his neck and he starts flailing around. Not that I’m going anywhere; I’ve got a good hook with my arm in his neck.

“I love you.” That’s just in case I don’t survive this. Obviously Lawton would resurrect me. Obviously. Well, let me just—

“You better resurrect me if I die. I’m not done living.” I’m just making sure he knows he has my full consent.

I take a breath, secure my grip on the horn I’m clinging to as the dragon thrashes, and just as the creature takes another breath, I pull my freezing arm back and punch it through the chamber, seeking the center of the dragon’s magic. Pain knocks a gasp out of me. I reach the stone in the creature’s gullet, wrapping my hand around the thing, and my arm freezes solid. At least the pain is gone. Dead limbs feel nothing.

“Darian, you better catch me,” I warn everyone, giving myself the count of three and throwing myself off the dragon.

I don’t know if it worked until I catch a glimpse of a glowing runestone in my ruined arm. A mean grin splits my lips as the dragon above me jerks, struggling to stay aloft. Its wings beat frantically, but the weight of the thing drags it toward the ground. Huh. The legends weren’t specific about how to get the dragon to the ground to pierce its heart, but now I see why the steps say to take the runestone before the heart. Much easier to get to and results in a grounded dragon.

Nice.

My body jerks and I nearly lose my lunch as Darian catches me in his claws, winging straight to the rest of our party. He lands with a jarring thud and releases me clumsily just outside the ward Lawton erected for everyone. I fall straight to my knees as the reverberation of a roar shakes my chest and the rest of the party cover their ears, also hitting the icy snow on their knees.

I blink away darkness and pain, refusing to lose consciousness with a motherfucking dragon behind me somewhere.

Suddenly Lawton’s magic surrounds me and I drop the ice rune stone as my wounds heal. I hop to my feet, grinning at the love of my life and turning on my heels to find out what the situation is.

Darian lands on the dragon’s back, wrestling it into a beautiful grapple with the creature’s chest lifted and its arms bent in a painful angle to expose the soft scales at the joint.

“Inghram!” I roar, letting the rage consume me as I race toward the beast.

My friend runs behind me, armor clanking, and as soon as I reach the dragon, I jump for the scales, ripping them off the dragon with all the strength of my barbarian ancestors. The moment there’s a hole, I pivot out of the way, and somewhere behind the dragon something explodes, causing the dragon to roar. Inghram dashes into the space I move out of and slams his blade home, piercing through ribs and straight to the heart.

He twists the blade, maximizing the damage, and rips it back out, bringing with it a rush of arterial spray that soaks us in dragon blood. Roaring our victory into the heavens, I pull Inghram into a tight hug.

In the distance, a cheer rises from the gates of King’s Crossing as the dragon falls to the frozen ground, dead.

“It’s a shame,” Darian mutters as he steps off the dragon, shaking out his wings and settling. “No one’s seen one of these creatures in a thousand years, and the first time we do, we have to kill it.”

Lawton skids to a stop at my side, looking up at Darian. “Dragons can talk?” he asks, fully agog.

Darian dips his head. “If I can, they certainly can.”

Inghram sighs and weaves his hand through the air in a sign of Benilon. The sign glows with golden light, and Inghram reaches through it to place a hand on the dragon. “Would that I didn’t have to kill you,” he whispers to the creature’s soul before turning away from it. “Perhaps the king will send some men to harvest this creature; we don’t have the time or resources for the task.”

Lawton pouts at him. “But if I turn it into a zombie, we would have a dragon.”

Inghram pointedly looks at Darian. “It appears we already have one, but this one will revert to our beloved druid after an hour and won’t take up that much space or become a herald of our arrival unless we want him to.”

Lawton looks torn between the dragon and the druid, but his shoulders drop and he relents. “Fine. It is pretty awesome that Darian can become a dragon.”

Darian rumbles softly. “I don’t have the same magic that a dragon has.”

Inghram perks up at that. “Where’s the runestone?” he asks, looking at me.

I shrug, looking back to where I landed when Darian dropped me. “I dropped it when Lawton healed me.”

Tavia produces the runestone from a length of void cloth. “I decided to keep some of this on hand in case we came across more of these fuckers, and it looks like we have,” she explains, holding it out to Inghram.

“Good thinking,” he replies, taking the cloth and rolling the stone toward Darian. “You should swallow that. Next time you shift into a dragon you’ll have the ice magic it wielded.”

Darian eyes it for a moment without moving, then he licks the thing up and swallows it. He shakes himself out again and his neck flares as he draws in a breath. Pointing his snout to the sky, he exhales a volley of icy daggers. They arc away and Darian returns his gaze toward us. “Thunder snow,” he says, and Lawton giggles, clapping his little mitten-covered hands together.

“Fantastic idea!” Lawton exclaims and reaches into his backpack, pulling out one of the lightning stones we found in Mysdille. He unwraps it and tosses it to Darian, who snatches it out of the air and swallows it as well.

The next flare of Darian’s scales portends a volley of ice daggers and lightning reaching into the sky. It’s the most dangerous thing I’ve ever seen, and it’s beautiful.

“Darian, you might be the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever laid eyes on,” Armus admits, voice full of awe as his tail sways back and forth in a reflection of his words.

Darian lowers his head close enough to eye Armus, and when Armus reaches out, he purrs softly. I recognize that purr; it’s the same as my timber tremble.

Lawton and I share a look before he touches his ear. “Your majesty,” he says in response to whatever the king says.

The linestones are already coming in so handy.

“I thought I would ward the body until you could gather a contingent to come harvest it,” he replies to his father.

Lawton huffs a laugh and responds to the king again. “It’ll last. Just let me know when you’re done and I’ll drop the ward.”

I wrap my bloody arms around him, nuzzling his exposed cheek.

“It’s no problem, your majesty. I’m a fortnight’s journey from Fairview, and I still have access to my wards in the palace,” Lawton explains and adds, “Yes.” After a pause, he responds again. “Ah. They’re merely personal wards to guard my lab and room from my siblings.”

He trembles in my arms, but the bond between us tells me he’s tickled and trying not to laugh, not that he’s afraid. “Yes, your majesty. Thank you.”

All tension melts out of him as he touches his linestone, cutting off the magic. He turns in my arms, wrapping his hands around my neck. “My father is grateful for the dragon.”

“What amused you about the wards?” I ask curiously, enjoying the moment even as the warmth from the fight leaves me and the cold of the land freezes the blood soaking me.

“My father didn’t realize that I was able to maintain my connection to my magic from such a great distance. He was very impressed, I think. At least that’s how I choose to interpret the surprised ‘fuck’ that escaped him.”

“I believe that interpretation is probably accurate,” I decide, chuckling softly.

“Hey, Law,” Frost says, coming up to us. “Your trolls are eating their non-zombie compatriots.”

We look where she’s pointing, and Lawton giggles. Trolls eating trolls isn’t exactly a sight I’m surprised by. The creatures are strong, violent, territorial, and stupid. My love gestures at them and they all drop all at once. He turns back to me, noticing the blood and snaps his fingers, returning us to our pre-battle cleanliness.

“Having a sorcerer for my adventuring companion sure comes in handy,” I laugh, kissing my man.
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Firelight flickers through from the backside of the rubbing my father gave me. It’s written in a more modern version of Cilweitethi, a newer dialect of the same language that I write my spells in, which means that it’s about a thousand years old, unless someone like me etched the stone that this came from. Based on what I’m reading, though, I believe it’s as old as the language it’s written in.

“Are you going to share with the party?” Armus asks as he passes out bowls of stew from the pot over the fire we built.

We traveled into the ice forest after I set the ward around the dragon’s corpse, and Berklak led us to a cave that he rested in the last time he was here. We roused a small burrow of lemmings, but the small creatures retreated from our invasion of the cave, and we haven’t seen them again.

“It’s a rubbing my father gave me, but I’m not sure that it will be the kind of help he hoped,” I explain softly. “I learned Cilweitethi from an expert, but my teacher wrote all of the texts I used. I’ve never read a single word of the ancient language written at the time of its use, and this is different even from that, more modern, though still ancient. I’ll tell you what I think it says, but I’m not exactly an expert on this dialect.” Haltingly, I translate the text to the best of my ability. “Here lies Wurfengurt the Madman of Wei. He bore the mark of Ben-Aelys unto the breast of Kadr-Aelys and tamed the shrieking goddess.”

I grimace and look at my party. “The word for shrieking is jevnic, and it could also mean feral or vengeful or even beautiful, but in old Cilweitethi it’s only used as beautiful when it’s referring to the aftermath of destruction. And I’m not sure about the names—Wurfengurt may be a transliteration, but the others are prefixes attached to the same suffix, and in old Cilweitethi, that suffix denotes a divine origin. It could be one of the aelysou, one of the maelysou, or it could be a descriptor of origin like maelysson and aelysson.”

“Ben-Aelys is Benilon, my patron,” Inghram says confidently, but his adorable face is scrunched into a frown. “The other, Kadr, might be Kadyra. She is the aelysou of revenge for women.”

Armus makes a curious noise, handing me and Berklak our bowls. “I’ve never heard of her.”

“She lost her popularity around the time of the fall of Gwafellaw. She has a small altar in Sakai Citadel, but the prayers made there go unanswered and the sacrifices rot, unconsumed,” Inghram explains. “I only know of her because my patron once guided me to her altar in order to recruit a seer who used to visit regularly. The altar is mostly abandoned, tended to only when the smell of rot draws someone to it.”

“Was she popular in Gwafellaw? The aelysou of revenge for women? Doesn’t that sound familiar?” Frost points out, and I admit, it makes sense—the magic infecting Fasgard is light magic corrupted by its intention. It originating from an aelysou like Kadyra would explain that. But why would Kadyra attack all of Fasgard? Why would she incite the wrath of women at all?

“I don’t know about her popularity, but I know that Benilon has always been a sucker for a redemption arc,” Armus says, sitting down next to Darian with Inghram on the other side. “My dear, did your god get himself entangled with the goddess of revenge?” he asks Inghram.

Inghram flushes, ducking his head and leaning a little closer to Armus. “It’s not like he talks to me about his personal history.”

I chew my stew, thinking silently until my thoughts spill out of my mouth too (I’ve always thought better aloud). “A thousand years ago, Gwafellaw fell to the wilds and froze over. My historical books claim it was a calamity that happened all at once, and no one ever figured out how or why, but what was happening in Gwafellaw when that happened? The palace doesn’t even have ledgers of trade with the south; was it even a political entity at that time? This rubbing suggests that at least once, there was a civilization there, but we know that because we know from our own history that five thousand years ago the entire continent was united under the banner of one king. What happened between then and a thousand years ago?”

“The story of the triplet princes,” Armus supplies.

“Some of us haven’t been educated in history,” Tavia tells him. “Who were the triplet princes?”

“This is the story from Smos Esten,” Armus explains, setting his bowl aside. His story-telling voice washes over us like a warm, soothing bath. “Three thousand years ago, the queen of Cilweite bore triplet sons. They were identical to each other in every way, but the midwife marked the eldest, so they would know who was the first born. But a few hours after the birth, when the maid was bathing the children, she rubbed the marking off and mixed the babies up. No one knew who the eldest was. The queen said it didn’t matter and named each baby, assigning a different nurse for each of them and tattooing each with a unique mark so they wouldn’t be mixed up again.

“As they grew, they each were more beautiful than the other, growing in strength, might, and loyalty. The kingdom loved them, and the queen loved them all more. She couldn’t decide who should inherit and offered them a choice. They could compete in the arena for the right to inherit, or she would split the kingdom into three parts and give them each sovereignty over their own lands.

“The brothers loved each other more than anything and chose to divide the kingdom. The strength of the air to the south, the strength of the mind to the east, and the strength of the sea to the west. This is how the borders between the south, the east and the west were established. Gwafellaw, Smos Esten, and Fasgard.”

“Fasgard has a similar story, but that one includes a joust in the final decision for who received which portion of the land,” Inghram adds, thoughtfully.

“Armus, is that a traditional story? Did you tell it how you heard it?” Berklak asks curiously.

Armus nods. “The histories of the kingdoms are memorized during our first year at the Bard’s College. We have to accurately recite them before we can move past our first level studies. The professors are strict about accuracy to the tradition of the story. Embellishments are frowned upon, but we are welcome to recite the histories from any kingdom, and I chose Smos Esten because the story was slightly shorter than the one from Fasgard.” He smirks at us, laughing when he adds, “I was a very lazy student.”

Berklak sets his empty bowl aside and almost absently pulls me into his lap. “Did you learn the one from Fasgard? Could you recite the end of that one?”

Armus shrugs, smirking at the two of us. “Certainly. It is almost word for word the same as Smos Esten’s: The brothers, who loved each other with their whole hearts, agreed to divide the kingdom into three parts, and the queen ordered a joust to determine who would win each part of the kingdom. The strength of the air to the south, the strength of the mind to the east, and the strength of the sea to the west. This is how the borders between the south, the east, and the west were established. Gwafellaw, Smos Esten, and Fasgard.”

Berklak hums thoughtfully. “My mother is an emissary, which means I grew up listening to a lot of boring histories being recited, and unless you’ve heard the same story from five different historical perspectives, you might not notice that usually the kingdom telling the story is the protagonist of it. I’ve heard the tale of the Black Well Massacre from the perspective of elves, humans, dwarves, and elhers, and every time it’s told to make the species telling it into the good guys, and we know the elves and the humans banded together out of greed to take over Black Well, and it was only the treachery of each side that led to the slaughter of their armies.

“My point is, each time I’ve heard that tale, the perspective always makes the teller into the protagonist with the focus on that species. Your history of how Cilweite was divided is focused on Gwafellaw. It comes first in the listings, which makes me think it originated from here.”

Armus’ eyes grow wide with interest and approval. “Interesting theory. It makes sense, but why does it matter?”

“Well, if it’s from the perspective of Gwafellaw, then they claimed the strength of the air for themselves. They gave Fasgard a nod to its navy and overseas trading vessels, which are significant, and they acknowledged the centers of learning in Smos Esten, which have declined in the last two hundred years, but at the time would have been the most advanced on this continent. What is the strength of the air? I don’t know, but I do know that something down here is infecting all of Fasgard, and if I was pressed to it, I might say that whatever it is has overpowered the land and the air to the north, considering it’s a miasma.” He looks at me with worry vibrating through our bond and in his eyes. “It made it through the ward, didn’t even pause at it.”

“Well, fuck.” I sigh and bite my lower lip, not sure what else to say to that. The ward keeps the freeze at bay, but clearly it’s failed to keep the miasma out. “I should have thought of that when we weren’t a full days’ journey south of the ward. I could have added a layer of protection against the magic of the aelysou.”

“We were occupied with spreading the word for how to fight the effects of it and resupplying,” Armus reassures me.

I blow out a puff of air and let it go. I don’t need to dwell on past mistakes. I’m a new adventurer, and I am learning as I go. “So, we’re here to find and possibly kill Kadyra, the aelysou of revenge for women. How are we going to find this asshole?”
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Gwafellaw has never had any shortage of ruins to explore for anyone daring enough to brave the freeze and the creatures capable of living in the cold. I only saw a handful of Gwafellaw ruins the last time I ventured through this land, but one of the helpful trees in the forest shows me a map of the frozen wilds before we pack up our camp for the day. It isn’t drawn by hand or from the perspective of an ambulatory person; it’s a map of the root system of the plants under the ice, but it’s incredibly detailed and helpful.

Darian and I walk ahead of the party after we leave, leaving the others about thirty paces behind. His quietude keeps me company as we walk, alert for any dangers that may take umbrage with our passing. We’re heading toward a large ruin several day’s journey southeast of King’s Crossing. We’ve come upon several smaller ruins along the way, including an altar to the Kadr-Aelys that was situated across a small courtyard from an altar to Benilon.

I think that Kadyra and Benilon might’ve been the patron gods of Gwafellaw before its fall. The survival of even one altar is enough to convince me, but that’s neither here nor there for this quest. Knowing the history is interesting, but ultimately it won’t affect the outcome. We’re going to figure out how to stop Kadyra from infecting the land with her miasma. Full stop.

A whistle from the left causes both Darian and I to stop. Immediately we ready our weapons and put our backs to each other. I face the direction from which the call emanated and respond. “I am Berklak! Show yourself!”

It’s as much of an invite for a peaceful encounter as they’re going to get when my prince hasn’t yet caught up to me.

Someone whistles, and Darian whispers. “Three people and a snow fox.”

“A snow fox or a polymorph?” I reply, glancing up to see if I can spot the bird feeding Darian information (it looks like a snow owl is gliding on the currents above us).

He makes a small noise in response, which means he doesn’t know if the snow fox is natural or a druid.

The rest of our party arrives, and Lawton draws in the snow and erects a small ward as everyone takes up a position facing outward in a star.

“Three people and a snow fox, but we don’t know if it’s a familiar, a companion, or a polymorph,” I tell them quickly.

“Or coincidence,” Darian adds with another uncertain shrug.

Before anyone can respond, movement to my left catches my eye, and we all shuffle one step, with Lawton on my right and Inghram on my left, so I’m facing the person covered in white fur. “Declare yourself!” I demand, readying for a completely unnecessary attack.

It’s not like they’re going to win against us, and it would be a shame if they decided to throw their lives away.

“Berklak the Barbarian Orc! Hello! I am Fuin Yu, a brother of the Feud. I saw you were traveling with Darian Silverleaf as well; hello Darian!”

Darian shuffles Inghram to the side, taking his place, looking out at the man standing well away. His teeth aren’t fully bared, but his lips are parted, which tells me this man isn’t a friend but may not be an enemy.

“Hello, Fuin. Please tell your companions to come out as well. We offer peace, if you’re interested.”

Fuin studies our group for a moment and raises his gloved hand to his mouth, surrounding his lips and whistling loudly.

Another whistle returns, and then Frost gasps and lets out a small oof. Inghram grunts softly, and Armus chuckles.

“What is it?” I ask, not moving my eyes off Fuin—assassins of the Feud will take any opportunity to slink off into the shadows, and I’m not going to give him the chance to disappear.

“Someone’s mum was adventurous,” Armus responds loudly with no small amount of amusement. “What’re you then? Half giant, half what? Bear?”

“I take it you’ve never met a yeti?” Fuin laughs, pointing behind me, though I’m not inclined to look yet. “They’re native to Gwafellaw, but their kind is at constant war with the trolls. Iago is on a sojourn to kill as many trolls as possible.”

“Iago found us after we were attacked by a troop of trolls,” the third man says, closing the gap between him and Fuin and coming into my view. “He helped kill the remaining trolls and has been guiding us since. I am Death Knell, as in the bell that tolls for the dead in Smos Esten. I go by Nell because no one respects you when you introduce yourself as Death. Yes, I hate my parents, you don’t have to ask. I am a paladin of Benilon, and I sense a brother in your midst.”

Inghram shifts to face him. “Nell? It’s Inghram,” he calls, dropping his guard. “I knew Benilon wouldn’t have sent only me.”

“Inghram, my friend!” If the delight in Nell’s voice is any indication, he’s really pleased to see Inghram. “I didn’t think he would send so many. I’ve already come across two more of us. They did not make it past their first challenges, I think. Shall we share a fire tonight? I wouldn’t mind more bodies for the night watch.”

Inghram leans in close to Lawton. “I consider Nell friendly. We trained together. He is dedicated to Benilon and the redemption of all people. I wouldn’t mind sharing a fire with him, but I do suggest discretion.”

“And the other guy?” Lawton asks.

“Darian thinks he’s ok,” I answer, glancing at my friend to confirm I’m not misrepresenting his opinion.

He gives me a single nod.

“The yeti looks nice,” Armus adds from behind us. “And I think he might be a vegetarian.”

I’m not sure how he can tell that, but I would trust a chef of the Kitchen to know such things.

“I’m not sure eating pinecones counts as being vegetarian,” Tavia deadpans.

Lawton giggles and gives me his nod of assent, dropping our ward.

“We welcome your company. We planned to stop this evening,” I tell them, relaxing my guard, though I don’t put my weapon away.

Fuin waves his acceptance of our plan. “Obviously. We are happy to accompany you since we are all heading in the same direction.”

The two men join us, and then a huge creature—at least head and shoulders taller than me—with snow white fur and a very orcish face joins them, crunching on a handful of pinecones. He up-nods me, eyeing my war hammer for a moment before turning the way we were going and taking the lead, walking ahead of us without a word.

“Do yeti talk?” I ask, watching him lumber ahead.

“Yes. Well, at least he does,” Nell explains, offering each of us a handshake, which Fuin follows with one of his own. “We haven't met his mate or their young. He told us that the carrying partner kicks the donative partner out during the foaling season, and he won’t be welcome back to his den for at least four months. They’re meant to keep the trolls distracted from hunting the carriers and foals.”

Fuin opens his arms to me for a hug, which I accept, an act of honor among the members of the Feud. A bounty is placed on anyone caught killing a brother during a hug, their name is stricken from the records of the guild, and the person who claims the bounty is often set for life.

“If we come across any trolls, Iago will attack and bring us all into a battle,” he informs us. “Killing trolls is his priority.”

I clap the man on the back and step back from his embrace, checking my coin purse, keyring, and backpack. He smirks at me, shaking his head. “I’ve heard of you, and unlike you, I’m not a member of the thieves guild.”

I chuckle softly, pulling Lawton in close. “My companion, Law. Darian, whom you know; Frost, Tavia, Armus, and Inghram.”

Once introductions are made, we follow Iago. I keep Law with me, with Frost and Tavia walking close. Darian jogs ahead to keep pace with Iago while Armus engages Fuin and Inghram and Nell catch up, bringing up the rear of the party. I don’t like having the new arrivals at my back, but it would be strange to huddle Lawton at the back of the party, and the way we’ve lined up just looks like a naturally occurring grouping rather than a group of bodyguards keeping the strangers at a distance. With Tavia and Frost walking with Lawton, I’m more secure, especially when Frost naturally falls a little behind, taking up the rear guard and further separating him from our new friends.

The trek Iago takes us on follows the route I planned to take based on the map the trees gave me, and I wonder how this party got this far, so I turn, gesturing at Nell. “Paladin, come tell us how you’ve traveled this far and what led you here.”

Nell catches up to me, reporting his story as if he’s talking to a high ranking knight of his order. “I was in Sakai Citadel about two weeks ago when Benilon spoke to me during my afternoon prayers. He commanded me to gather a party and discover the reason for the unrest among the people. I’ve known Fuin for years, and he brought in the other two of our party. One of our party noticed that the main issue was with women seeking revenge, and I immediately looked into Kadyra, since she is the goddess of women’s revenge. The only reliable information that the historians agree upon is that Kadyra was known in Gwafellaw, so here we are.”

Inghram huffs loudly. “I really should have thought of her too. I know the same information as Nell. Something should have sparked the memory or drawn the connection. I apologize, my friends.”

Lawton shoots him a look over his shoulder, but it’s mostly covered by his scarf and hat. “None of us knew about her, and I’m supposed to know the names of all the gods with altars in Sakai Citadel. None of us blame you for not remembering.”

“I do,” Tavia contradicts him, and immediately giggles. “Teasing, Inghram.”

Inghram makes a noise, and then Armus cries out, and Fuin grunts. I turn quickly, finding the three men down and entangled in out of place thorny vines that weren’t there a moment ago. The vines grow over the three men, spreading beyond them toward the rest of us. I back the rest of us out of reach of the weeds.

Lawton gathers his magic, but Inghram calls his magic at the same time, and the two magics clash together suddenly, igniting the plants holding the men down.

“What the fuck?” Fuin complains, jumping out of the plants, tearing them up by the roots. He walks out of the vines, pulling his crossbow up and readying a bolt. “Why would you set fire to it?” he demands, looking around for the person who cast the entanglement spell.

Inghram gets himself up, and seeing Armus struggling, starts pulling up the vines around the bard too. “It wasn’t purposeful,” he tells Fuin.

I scan the area for the aggressor, but seeing no one, I put Lawton between me, Tavia, and Frost.

Darian whispers in my ear through the linestone. “The snow fox is a druid.”

I don’t see him, so I murmur to Lawton, “Love, can you sense any magic besides the damn vines? Invisibility or the like.”

Lawton takes a moment to cast his spell, and then a frosty man in rags lights up with veil fire surrounding him. He’s standing thirty feet away and sneers when he realizes we can see him. His form changes shape and he transforms into the outline of a huge air elemental.

“That’s a master druid!” Lawton exclaims as the air elemental spins up into a whirlwind and races toward us.

He hits the seven of us, spinning rocks and debris all around us. Armus immediately goes flying, knocked twenty feet away. A sizable rock hits my tusk, shooting pain through the root. I raise my war hammer to attack, and Lawton screams, lifting off the ground as the whirlwind tosses him away from the rest of us.

“You’re fucked!” I scream at the elemental, letting the rage take me as I swing hard into the damn thing.

Tendrils of black lash out from all around me as my war hammer connects to the tornado. The whirling immediately stops, and the clash of magic combined with whatever the black tendrils are doing makes the thing grunt in pain. Don’t know where those things came from, but I’m never going to say no to a hand of good luck. Tavia follows my blow with a dagger right in its chest. She throws two more as she scrambles back toward Lawton, but she misses, and all the daggers return to her hand. Frost, following her wife’s retreat, fires two arrows and hits the druid once.

As Armus pulls himself to his feet, Inghram attacks the druid with his sword from behind, slashing his magical weapon against the druid and causing another groan of fury. Nell follows with the same attack, and Fuin lands one crossbow bolt dead center into the druid’s chest.

Enraged, the druid lashes out with one arm toward me. I dodge the hit, but the second arm hits me in the middle, knocking the breath out of me.

Fury strengthens me as I swing my war hammer into the damn man’s head, dropping him with a final hit. The druid reverts back to his human shape, unconscious on the ground.

“Why?” Fuin complains, kicking the downed man.

Darian bends over him, studying him. He glances up at me with a question in his eyes. “Where is his grove?”

The rage that drives me while I fight passes, and I look around, clocking Lawton getting pulled to his feet by Tavia and Frost. He rubs his butt but marches back with a determined look in his eye. I envision the map the tree gave me, and shrug. “I’m not sure what constitutes a druid grove, since I’ve never been in one.”

Darian looks around, shaking his head. “Where are his forest guardians? He should have companions protecting the grove and him.”

Iago sighs. “Fayçon,” he tells us, naming the man. “He’s more territorial than a troll, but we are not close to his grove. He’s wandered far.”

For a person who looks like a beast, the light, delicate, tenor voice surprises me.

“Why would he attack for no reason?” Nell asks as he pulls a length of rope from his pack and kneels next to the druid.

Iago kneels with Nell and rolls the druid onto his back, helping the paladin tie the man up. “He was scared.”

“While we are scary, we didn’t attack first. We wouldn’t have noticed him at all if he hadn’t attacked us,” Fuin points out.

Lawton rejoins us, watching the two tie the druid up. He pulls a bit of magic together—it’s still weird that I can feel that even when he’s not pulling magic through me—and casts a binding spell on the druid too. “That’ll make sure he can’t attack us again.”

The next thing Lawton does is cast a wide healing spell that fixes our pains, including the druid, who immediately pops awake.

Fayçon takes a deep breath, but Iago bends over him, lifting him to his feet, and bends his massive form over to get in his face. “Peace, druid.”
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Fayçon looks at the yeti, trembling either from the cold or from fear, and slowly jerks a nod.

Assured that he at least is listening to reason now, I step up to him, looking into his eyes and making sure he sees the purple of mine. I’ve never hidden them, glamoured them away, or tried to keep my eyes downcast so others don’t notice, but I’ve never used them to intentionally intimidate until now.

“Can you sense my magic?” I ask him, gentling my tone to soften the effect my eyes have on some magic users.

The druid brushes me with his magic sense and sucks in a sharp breath, eyes going wide again. “Please, my grove. You have to help me! The Forsaken desecrated my grove! They drove me out. Stole my friends. Drove them out. Help me! You must help me! My friends need me, but I am powerless. Please!”

Powerless is a bit of an exaggeration, and I should probably be a little worried about what could possibly make a master druid like him feel powerless.

I’m going to help; anyone who goes in and kills the guardians of a druid’s grove belongs on any decent person’s shit list. “The Forsaken?”

His wild eyes have little sanity, only grief and rage. “The cult of Kadr, the Forsaken Paragon. They’ve stolen my grove and left me to wander. Please! Help me!”

“You attacked us,” Armus says, coming up beside me, swinging his agitated tail side to side. “Why should we help you when you attacked us unprovoked?”

“Unprovoked? I was provoked by the Forsaken! I thought you were them. I want my grove back. I want to save my friends. Help me!” he demands, spittle flying in his fury.

I place my hand on his shoulder, and he doesn’t flinch at the touch, stepping forward and begging me with his luminous blue eyes. “Help me rid my grove of the Forsaken and I will reward you. I will give you the treasure they seek.”

I almost tell him that we don’t need rewards, but then I remember that I’m an adventurer on a quest and rewards are supposed to be part of the deal. “We will help you, Fayçon,” I promise.

Relief swamps the poor man as I release the magical binding spell that would prevent him from slipping his ropes, and he smiles. It’s a slightly insane smile, but it’s bright and relieved. “Follow me. I will take you to my grove. You will defeat the vile Forsaken,” he laughs, turning on his heels and marching straight into Fuin.

Fuin stops him, looking between Berklak and me, suddenly not sure which of us is in charge of this party. He barely paid any attention at all to me before, but now…

He finally looks at my eyes and recognition ignites in them. “Oh,” he says, swallowing slightly.

“I suppose I’m scarier than I look,” I comment dryly. “Problem?”

Fuin shakes his head quickly. “No. I have no problem at all, your highness.”

Nell laughs, like that’s a joke, and when Fuin doesn’t laugh too, he looks closer at me. “Highness? Who’s…” he trails off when he too finally notices my eyes. “Oh.”

Frost and Tavia both step up to flank me and Armus. Berklak’s heavy presence sits in my soul and warms my back, and Darian slips behind the other druid, unknotting the rope binding him with deft fingers. Inghram adds his weight to our party as he steps into Nell’s personal bubble. “We are going to help Fayçon kill off some of the cult of Kadr. Are you with us or not, brother?”

Nell thinks for a moment before pressing his forehead to Inghram’s. “With you, of course. I don’t think I’ve ever met a person more worthy of Benilon’s guidance than the Reviled Prince of Fasgard. Excuse me, your highness, I did not immediately recognize you.”

“You weren’t meant to,” I reply simply, turning to Frost and Tavia. “Am I really reviled?” I ask, absolutely not shocked that someone is calling me that, but very definitely disappointed by the title.

“According to your own stories,” Tavia answers, giving me her sympathetic eyes.

“The people of Smos Esten call you that, not because you are reviled among us, but because you are unjustly reviled by your own people,” Nell explains quickly. “We would welcome a sorcerer of your power without making a fuss about your class.”

If I wasn’t loyal to Fasgard, it might be tempting to relocate, except my father is finally coming around, and I’m not giving up all the good stuff happening there for anything. “I’m glad,” I tell him, then look at Fuin. “You in or out?”

Fuin’s face twitches, but I can’t tell if it’s a good twitch or a bad one. Instead of saying anything, he bows and steps out of the way. Fayçon passes him, walking with a spring in his step. The rest of us follow, with Iago in the lead, walking right next to the druid, and Fuin’s eyes follow us as we do. He takes up the rear guard, and Inghram and Nell join him back there. I hope his silence is amicable, but the way I feel his eyes on me, I’m afraid that we might’ve lost his good will.

Maybe there’s a contract out for my life, and that’s what I’m seeing in his eyes. Who knows? I’ll find out if he tries to assassinate me, I suppose.

We travel westerly from the place Fayçon attacked for the rest of the day without encountering any more hostile people or beasts, and when night falls, our guide leads us to the mouth of a cave that opens into a large cavern big enough to house a flight of dragons, if such a thing exists. I glance around the dark space, pushing out a detect magic spell just in case there’s hostile magic in the area, and when that comes back negative except for the magical items that the people in our party are carrying, I sense for the living too.

Immediately my senses detect several thousand living creatures in the cavern, but I figure they’re bats, roosting in the heights. The stone beneath us isn’t covered in guano, so I assume that they’re not roosting directly overhead. There is a clump of dead bodies at the back of the cavern, which is foreboding, but it’s less worrisome than trying to sleep through the night in the open.

“Darian,” I murmur to my tracker, tossing a globe of magelight above the immediate area to light it up for us humans.

He immediately comes to my side, cocking his head curiously.

I wave toward the back of the cavern where death exists. “There’s bodies over there, and possibly a colony of bats above it. Take someone and check it out, please.”

Darian narrows his eyes up at the ceiling of the cavern and dips his chin before stepping away. He touches Inghram and Nell, pulling them away from the activity of setting up camp to go investigate.

Fuin watches them walk away, but rather than disrupting the work, he approaches Iago, “Let’s gather wood for a fire,” he suggests.

Iago grunts his assent, and those two leave the cavern.

I summon our wagon as Berklak starts digging a shallow pit for our fire and asking Fayçon about the Forsaken, what kinds of people they are and what their numbers are. Frost and Tavia gather stones to line the firepit, adding their questions to Fayçon too, and I pull the cookpot out along with Armus, who starts pulling ingredients for this evening’s supper.

“I think we should eat well tonight,” he murmurs to me, pulling from the stores of fresh roots and dried meat. “Good food makes the worries of a day less worrisome.”

“I agree, thank you. Fayçon looks like he needs a hearty meal or ten, and Fuin doesn’t trust me. I’m not surprised, but I am annoyed, and that means I should probably get something warm and comforting in me.” Those words immediately make me think of my beloved half-orc. “Do you think I could sneak off with Berklak?”

Armus laughs at me, leaning in to press his shoulder against mine. “I fully expect you to, my friend. It’s been a full four days since you’ve had any semblance of privacy.”

I can’t help the grumpy little grin that lifts one side of my mouth. “I’ve been involuntarily celibate for most of my life until this adventure; obviously I need to make up for lost time.”

He chuckles again. “Obviously. Let’s get set up and you and Berklak can sneak away while I’m making supper. I’ll just holler really loud when it’s time to eat, but if you don’t mind, leave the silencing ward up so I can drag my men out there after supper.”

I lay my head on his shoulder, wrapping my arm around his back. “I’ll be happy to. Thank you.”

He hugs me back, and we get back to the camp preparations.

Darian returns with the other two as I’m spreading out mine and Berklak’s bed rolls.

Inghram reports, “They’re old bones, a pile of them, but nothing fresher than a few decades. The bats are roosting in a funnel in the ceiling above that leads to an opening. Some of them have gone deeper, but the droppings are contained to a circle at the center of the cavern about thirty paces across. As far as we can tell, the cavern is safe.”

Fayçon waves all around us. “You need safety for the journey to my grove.” He winks at me like I’m in on his secrets, and I suppose it makes some sense. He wants us to get to where we’re going safely, so he’ll choose places that are safe for us to camp.

“Thank you,” I tell him, truly appreciating his forethought.

He gives me a crazy smile, settling into a crouch on the bedroll I’ve laid out for him.

Fuin and Iago return with armsful of wood for the fire, dumping it outside the circle of our camp.

Armus immediately claps, trotting over to them. “Excellent, friends. I’ve earned a key to the Kitchen and plan to make us a hearty dinner. Iago, do you have any dietary restrictions? Someone mentioned vegetarianism.”

Armus was the one who thought the Yeti was a vegetarian, and I chuckle at the ridiculous man.

Iago scratches his furry belly. “Vegetation is easier to hunt, but I can eat meat.”

“Would you prefer roasted roots rather than a meaty stew?” Armus asks seriously. “Your preference matters to me.”

Iago grunts appreciatively. “I do not prefer meat.”

Armus clasps his forearm. “Then I won’t feed that to you.”

Fuin pulls up next to Berklak. “You have a companion with a key to the Kitchen? Impressive.”

Berklak grins, glancing at Armus. “That is why I hired him. He has all the qualifications for adventuring with seasoned veterans like us, but that key ensured his place in our party.”

“It’s rather assuring,” Fuin hums, watching Armus thoughtfully.

“Why?” I ask curiously, and Fuin brings his full attention to me.

His eyes take my measure again, like he always needs to know exactly what I’m doing. “Because chefs who hold that key are sworn to provide untainted food to every person they choose to feed. Earning the key to the Kitchen requires discipline, skill, and luck. Once you get the key, keeping it is tricky too. If any food you serve causes food poisoning, you lose your key—accidental or intentional, the food must be served well. Poisoning on purpose is out of the question. You cannot be a member of the Feud and the Kitchen, but not because the Feud would kick you out. It’s the Kitchen with a reputation to uphold. Having Armus feed your party guarantees that people like me, who are naturally suspicious, will eat the food you provide, because we know your man won’t do anything untoward to our food. As far as diplomatic strategies go, having a chef with a key to the Kitchen is among the more peaceful approaches.”

I look over at Armus with more appreciation. “I didn’t know that,” I admit, and Armus shoots me a teasing wink.

“You hired me so that you’d eat well on this journey, and I happen to come with side benefits,” he teases.

“Speaking of,” I mutter, shooting Berklak a look. I arch a brow at him and point into the darkness with my chin.

Berklak’s smile lights his face up, and he holds out his hand to me. I take his hand and lead him out of the circle of light from my mage globe. Our party erupts into encouraging whistles and cheers, and I sneak a peek over my shoulder to find our new party members smirking as well, except for Fuin, who watches our retreat with more seriousness than it really warrants.

Berklak tsks, and I glance up, finding him also watching Fuin.

“I’ll win him over,” I promise us both.

He sighs. “You shouldn’t have to.”

I kiss the layer of fur over his arm. “Loving you and having your love in return is more than enough for me, but it also makes me greedy, especially when you tell me things like that.”

Berklak squeezes my hand. “You should be greedy. Demand the same regard they give others; you deserve it.”

“I’m not sure how to do that, but I will try,” I promise.
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I glance behind us again and pull my little necromancer to a stop. “We’re far enough,” I explain, and I start shucking off my furs and laying them on the ground, bracing for the freezing cold.

Lawton does his part by putting up a silencing ward around us so that our noises won’t reach anyone’s sensitive ears, and then as I prepare our bottles, he whispers the warming spell that he’s been using to stay warm through the nights. I’ve been spoiled by his warmth, and I’m going to love having his skin against mine like this. He also drops his layers of furs onto the make-shift pallet I’ve created, smoothing them out in the freezing cavern, wearing nothing but his smile.

Fuck, he’s beautiful. I’m the luckiest orc in all of thyr.

I kneel on the pallet and pull my lover into my lap, helping him straddle me. I get a good grip on his ass with one hand and offer him a few drops of the popper potion. “I need you, love. Deeply. Connect with me,” I whisper, begging for the intensity of sharing everything with him as he swallows the potion.

“That’s going to wipe us out,” he whispers back, opening himself fully to the connection we share.

I stopper the potion back up and toss the bottle aside. I squeeze his ass as I open the oil, sending a shock of arousal through us both that causes me to nearly fumble the oil bottle.

Lawton chuckles, grabbing the oil and slicking up my fingers. He restoppers it and tosses it aside as I bring my hand to his entrance. “It’s worth it,” I assure him, running a finger over his sensitive bud, feeling it over my own.

Fuck, that’s good.

We said this kind of sex was only tenable once a month, but we need this. We’re going into a battle of unknown difficulty, and I’m not sure I’m talking about recovering the druid’s grove. We need this connection.

I lick into his mouth, experiencing the pleasure of it as both the giver and the receiver. I feel the way Lawton experiences the kiss along with his emotions related to it. It’s exactly what I need; knowing how much pleasure he derives from my kiss ramps me up. I kiss him harder, spearing him with two fingers all at once. A shudder of pleasure moves through us both, and my timber tremble starts rumbling through my chest. The sensation of fingers in my ass makes me wonder what it would be like to take Lawton into me. His cock, while perfect for a human, wouldn’t do much for me, but his hand? He could probably fit his whole fist inside me, and that would be amazing even if I wouldn’t be able to come unless he did.

Lawton gasps and jerks away from our kiss. “Whatever you’re thinking,” he rasps, panting when I rub my finger over the gate of pleasure inside him, “I wholly approve.” He moans and our cocks jump together, both leaking precum.

“I was thinking of your fist in my ass,” I rumble, pulling my fingers out of his ass and lifting him.

He lines my cock up with his hole, and together we lower him onto my shaft.

Bliss. It’s utter bliss breaching him and feeling the breach. I’m full and encompassed by his soft heat. We both swear, soaring too quickly toward the stars. My experience of the connection and the sensations spins up my timber tremble, making my cock vibrate. We both cry out, my hips jerk, and his body spasms, and then we fly, orgasming together and soaring.

Every spurt echoes between us, every jerk and gasp, every wave of pleasure. We share it all and it takes us higher than we’ve ever been. Even when it’s too much, we endure it, loving it as much as it hurts. Lawton gasps, sobbing and clings to me, and as difficult as it is to let go of the depth of our connection, I pull us back down, bringing our orgasm to a soft end. I hug him tight, gentling him with tender strokes to his bare back and light kissing licks to his neck and shoulder.

He lets me tend to him for long minutes before his trembling aftershocks slow to a stop and he finally relaxes. He sighs, shifting on my still hard cock, and lets out a soft groan.

“Do you want me to pull out?” I ask, having no desire to disconnect but knowing my human needs a longer recovery time than I do.

“No. Lay me down, go slow. I still need you, but not as intense as that. I need your weight, skin, easy friction.”

I would never deny him anything he asks for.

“My prince,” I whisper, laying him back.

I cover him with my body, thrusting slowly in and out of him, giving him exactly the kind of connection he needs now. He gave me everything I asked, and it is my honor to serve him in kind. “I love you,” I murmur, holding my weight on one elbow and cradling the weight of his ass with the other hand.

I move inside him, building up the pleasure between us slowly. The movement is both stimulating and relaxing at the same time. After the intensity of our first orgasm, this slow recovery and rebuild feels perfect, natural. We pass kisses between us, take turns covering each other in love bites, and eventually another orgasm builds between us. Lawton tenses, and his back arches, and he cries out, shooting thin strands of cum onto my stomach. I release what’s left in my balls into him, losing my strength at the end and rolling us together rather than collapsing onto him.

Slowly we recover our breath. My cock falls out of his ass, and he snuggles in, humming softly. “My barbarian orc. Love you,” he mutters lazily.

We’re exhausted, but before we’re ready, Darian’s voice in my ear startles me.

“Food,” he says, and the magic of the linestones fizzles away.

I sigh, patting Lawton’s butt. “Supper’s ready.”

“Did Armus holler?” he mumbles sleepily.

I nuzzle his hair, enjoying the scent on him. “Darian activated our linestone.”

“Ah,” he breathes. He takes a deep breath and pushes himself up, blinking his sleepy satiation away. “Next time we wait until after dinner,” he grumbles as he stands on shaky legs.

I stand with him and help him redress in his warm clothes, ignoring how cold it is without him touching me. After he’s dressed, I pull my freezing clothes on, thankful for the little pebbles of warmth in my gloves and socks. They go a long way to warming me up. After we’re both dressed, I pick my lover up, smirking when he yelps, and carry him back to the campfire.

The others greet us with grins as we join them around the fire. I set Lawton on our pallet and grab our bowls from the stones around the fire where Armus set them aside. The conversation is subdued while we eat, and then Armus stands, the golden end of his tail hits the cookpot, but Darian’s quick reflexes steady it before it can topple over.

Armus grins at him. “My hero,” he says, pulling Darian up and immediately putting him over his shoulder. “Inghram,” he calls, heading into the darkness in the same direction Lawton and I just returned from.

Inghram scrambles to his feet, abandoning his not-quite-empty bowl.

Lawton giggles, watching them go, and Tavia and Frost both release put-upon sighs.

Tavia’s high pitched voice rings out loud enough to reach our friends’ retreating ears. “I guess that means we have clean up duty.”

Frost matches her volume. “At least we won’t have to stand watch!”

“I made dinner!” Armus calls back.

The rest of us laugh, and Nell volunteers, “I am happy to take the first watch. That was the best thing I’ve put in my mouth in weeks.”

Iago grumbles beside him, “Leave the night to me.”

Nell’s brows frown and his eyes roam over the yeti. “You haven’t slept more than a few hours since you joined us. You can get a full night tonight.”

Iago snorts and his laughter sounds like the deep call of a raptor. “My people don’t need the same sleep yours do. During the deep freeze of the winter, we sleep; until then we are awake.”

“That’s incredible,” I say, impressed with the yeti. “That would explain why I didn’t encounter your people the last time I was here. I came during the coldest part of the winter. I didn’t know it would make a difference down here since it’s always frozen.”

Iago shrugs, tossing a roasted whole potato into his mouth. He chews it into smaller bits and swallows before answering. “If the ice didn’t exist, my people wouldn’t either, but the darkness of the winter slows us. We recuperate from the year of activity for three months and wake up refreshed and hungry.”

“How do you stay safe while you sleep?” Fuin questions curiously as Iago pops another full potato in his mouth.

The man’s general demeanor seems easy to get along with; he’s not like some of the Feud who’ve been scarred by life and brood more than they take joy. He seems well balanced for an admitted murderer, and I hope he’ll learn that my Lawton isn’t someone he needs to be wary of on principle.

Until that happens, I’m going to keep an eye on him. I’m not going to risk my beloved necromancer to blind trust just because our two parties have the same goal. If anything, that’s perhaps a stronger reason not to trust Fuin and Nell; we’re competing for the same rewards, even if there’s no way for them to reach the prizes without us.

Another good reason to keep an eye on them. I wouldn’t want them to think they can use us to gain the prizes at the end of this quest without sharing the loot.

“Why are you feeling suspicious?” Lawton murmurs softly in my ear.

Seeing as we’re both done eating, I pull him into my lap, nuzzling his neck. “I don’t like people who don’t like you.”

Iago finishes his bite and responds to Fuin, holding up thick, curved claws. “We burrow when it’s time to sleep. We cover the entrances of our dens, and the trolls can’t usually find us. The only time our people have died during the hibernation season has been due to dumb luck. Trolls falling through the ice into the hole of our den or such. It rarely happens; we’re very picky about where we burrow.”

“I’m curious where your people came from. I’m fairly well educated and I’ve never heard of yetis, and your people are not known among mine,” Lawton tells Iago, brimming with curiosity.

Iago huffs, pulling a couple of rutabagas from the coals. “When the land froze, the maelysou, Oakbris, created the snow trolls from a number of cave trolls, and in response Ohnesis, the goddess of winter, gathered many of those abominations and gave them her blessing, creating the yetis. We’ve been here for a thousand years, but the northern peoples don’t often survive their visits down here.”

“Armus is going to love this,” Tavia giggles, and explains to our new friends, “He loves history, but finding out that he’ll be the first surviving bard to encounter the yetis is going to make him giddy. He’ll be famous and he’s going to love that.”

Frost nods her agreement. “He’s not one of those bards that needs to be famous, but he’s going to love it, especially when King Valerian contracts him to be the court bard for important occasions.”

“Ooh, I bet he makes yetis famous by singing about you at court,” Tavia decides, looking toward where our other friends disappeared.

Iago grumbles in his chest. “Not sure how we’ll like that,” he mutters. “I suppose it’s inevitable that we become known to the northerners.”

“If you don’t want to be known, Armus will respect your privacy,” I assure him, though I don’t know why he wouldn’t want people to know of the yetis.

Iago stands, stretching with his arms over his head, one rutabaga in each hand. “I would not ask that of him. Who knows but that it is our goddess’s will that we finally become known to you. In my heart, where Ohnesis’s snow continuously falls, I knew that I needed to protect Nell and Fuin, and now I know that I must accompany you as well. Whatever quest you are pursuing is one that my goddess believes is important. If it means that the yeti become famous past the magic wall, then that is also the goddess’s will.” He points to the arch of the cavern opening. “I will keep watch there and wake you when the sun rises.”

“Thank you,” Lawton tells him. “I’m grateful that Ohnesis guides you and brought you to us.”

Iago rumbles in his chest, presumably in agreement, and walks away from the fire.

Lawton yawns, and I hug him slightly tighter. The day has been long and arduous, and my necromancer deserves an early night, so I prepare our bedrolls, tuck him in under our thick quilted blankets, and snuggle him in close as the rest of our party prepares for their beds as well. I’m on the edge of sleep when Armus, Inghram, and Darian sneak back to their own bedrolls, and I fall asleep feeling good about my friends’ new situation. Darian wouldn’t have gone with them if he wasn’t getting what he wanted from them, and knowing he’s ready for permanence, I’m exceedingly pleased for him.
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After two days of trekking to the west, Fayçon finally stops us at a ridge overlooking a valley full of ancient, healthy conifers. All around the outside edges of the valley and up into the mountains that surround it, thousands of snowy birds flit from tree to tree, raising such a loud noise that our party doesn’t need to worry about being quiet. Overhead, two icy blue dragons fly in circles, soaring from one end of the valley to the other.

“My friends!” Fayçon sobs, looking over the valley.

“The dragons are your friends?” Inghram questions softly, eyeing the creatures.

Fayçon whimpers. “They were, but the Forsaken stole their friendship from me.”

“They’re under a spell to make them stop being your friends, or were they convinced to change their loyalty?” I question, judging the distance between us and the dragons. If Darian can get me close, we might be able to save ourselves a fight against them.

“A spell. The abominations stole them from me,” Fayçon hisses angrily.

“This I can fix,” I assure them, looking over to Darian. “Can you get me close? I need to be within fifty meters, and I will have to cast once for each of them.”

Berklak’s arm lands on my shoulder before Darian answers. “If you’re going up on a dragon’s back, we are tying you onto him. Darian, flying without an anchor is too dangerous to send Lawton up on his own. Can you carry us both? I’ll tie myself to your back and secure Lawton to my chest.”

Darian dips his chin. “I’ll have to fight.”

Fayçon rubs his hands together with wicked glee. “I can fly too. We can save them together.”

I look up at the dragons and smile despite myself; four dragons against the Forsaken? I’m pretty sure as soon as we free their minds we’re going to have an excellent advantage in the fight. “While we’re up there freeing the dragons, the rest of you, make your way into the grove. We’re going to have to engage the Forsaken so that they can’t recast against the dragons. I can’t imagine the dragons won’t want to seek retribution against their enslavers, and we will rejoin you as soon as we get them dispelled.”

Fayçon sucks on his teeth with a grimace. “The Forsaken are led by the brain eaters from the plane of fears.”

My heart drops at those words. “The Akebburc are here?” Those things don’t usually end up in thyr. They’re mutations from the plane of fear, a place that exists in enmity toward every other plane. Fortunately for thyr, the only way for them to cross over is with help from this side. Decent people don’t help, and the evil people who don’t have any moral quandaries about bringing them over usually don’t because the Akebburc are as antagonistic toward the people who help them cross as they are to all of thyr. Suicidal, deranged people are the only ones who invite the Akebburc to thyr.

“So clearly we aren’t dealing with a cult that cares about their own survival,” Berklak grumbles, looking over the rest of our party. “That makes things more difficult. We’re going to need defense against psychic attacks. Armus, you’re going to have to sing for us to help combat the magic.”

Armus’s tail twitches behind him, giving away his nervousness. “I've got a good song for this, but I’ve never been up against an Akebburc, and my psychic defense is okay, but not as fantastic as my ability to talk my way out of a mess, if you know what I mean.” He winks at us and pulls his broken banjo out, snapping a mending spell that fixes the strings and the cracked wood. The banjo is broken more often than not, and from my count is currently missing one of the middle strings.

“You prefer the flute,” Darian murmurs.

Armus wags his brow at Darian. “The flute occupies my lips and makes fine tuning the spell difficult. I want everyone to have the best defense they can against any attacks from the Akebburc.”

Darian lifts his chin slightly and returns his attention to Berklak. “The polymorph only lasts an hour,” he warns us, and Berklak smiles.

“I’ll be fast,” Berklak replies easily and looks at the others. “Make your way into the grove while we round up the dragons. It’ll be easier to take back the grove if we flank them.”

Fuin tilts his head to the side, scanning the valley below us. “We better get moving. Even if it takes you a full hour to get the dragons down there, you’ll still get there ahead of us.”

“Not by much,” Berklak hums. “If you jog, you’ll get there faster, but be careful on the ice. I’d rather the party arrive unhurt and late than early and half dead.”

Iago grumbles in his chest. “I’ll get them down there safely.”

Fayçon wriggles excitedly. “Let’s go, go, go save my friends. Save them, save them.”

Looking around at our party, I check to make sure each of my guards are on board with this plan. “Everyone okay with this plan?”

Nell gives Fayçon a level look. “I think I should ride up with you.”

Fayçon wiggles his fingers at him. “Dragon rider today, dead by tomorrow. Let’s go!”

With that the man morphs into an icy blue dragon, nearly taking us out with him. He expands so quickly that our party has to dive out of the way of his forelegs as they grow. Berklak grabs me, rolling us further down the hill than we planned to go. Once we stop rolling, I look up the hill, ready to shout at the oblivious druid, but I catch Nell jumping on him between his scales just before that fucker takes off, shooting into the sky.

“Dammit!” I cuss, scrambling off Berklak. “He’s going to stir shit up before we’re ready!” I exclaim, reaching down to help my half-orc back up. (Not that he needs my help, but I’ll take any excuse to touch him.)

Darian appears at the top of the slope, looking down at us.

“Change now! We’ll have to go without the harness!” I shout to him.

Berklak cusses as he gets to his feet, dusting the snow and ice off him, and Darian turns away from us, talking to the others. Moments later, a dragon stands where the wood elf had been. Darian descends the slope carefully and extends his leg to give us an easy way to climb up. Berklak jumps up first and pulls me up with him. We get seated in the space between Darian’s wings, and Berklak twists a length of rope around us as Darian’s wings beat and we rise, undulating into the sky.

Berklak ties us together and holds me tighter than he ever has. Grim determination runs through the bond strung between us, and I reach for it, shooting assurance through it. I won’t let us fall, and if we do, well, I’ll save us. Somehow. I should probably come up with a plan for that because this is stupidly dangerous.

Instead of doing that, a dragon’s roar forces me to prepare the dispelling spell and hope that if we fall, Darian can catch us. Fuck, this is stupid.

“So it turns out, flying is not my favorite thing,” I decide as Darian’s altitude suddenly drops and we’re not attached to him anymore. There’s definitely at least a handspan of space between us and the dragon’s back, but we land back on him when he stops dropping. The drop back onto his back jars me and clicks my teeth together, but Berklak groans and awareness that he just crushed his balls soaks our bond.

I wince in sympathetic pain, but anything more is lost as the first dragon clashes into Darian. Immediately I form the dispelling magic spell to cast it at the dragon trying to tear into Darian’s neck. Just as I get the spell formed, my head explodes with pain from a psychic attack and I crumple forward. Berklak’s weight comes with me and his grip loosens. My muscles lock up, and we lose contact with Darian as he drops again. Floating away from him, I construct a quick ward against the pain in my head. Berklak drops back onto Darian’s back, off kilter, and we start sliding off. Except something pulls me upward, and tied to Berklak as I am, it stops us from falling off Darian completely.

Another blast of pain hits me, but it’s muted, and I recognize it as an echo from Berklak. As much as I love him, I need a clear head, so I silence the bond between us and get a grip back on myself. I cast the dispelling spell again, hitting the dragon fighting Darian with it. The thing immediately disengages, and Darian lets him. The dragon roars, spinning in a barrel roll, which dislodges a tall Akebburc on the dragon’s back, and that fucker falls, screaming at us through a gaping maw full of razor teeth and tentacles.

Another roar drags my attention back from the falling Akebburc, and another dispelling spell forms as the other dragon dives for us. I let the spell fly and the dragon pulls up just before colliding with us.

“My friends!” Fayçon yells as both of the natural dragons and the druids all form a line of flight.

Which is nice, but suddenly the force pulling me up and keeping Berklak and I on Darian disappears, and Berklak and I fall, losing our balance and sliding off Darian.

Berklak yells, grabbing a scale and stopping our fall briefly. He loses his grip again, and we slide together off Darian’s side. We only fall for a few seconds before Darian catches us in his claws.

Whew. I wasn’t sure how I was going to save us from this high up. I’m amazing, but I’m not sure how to create a portal without an array, and levitation isn’t one of my strong spells.

“Shall we go fuck the Forsaken up?” I suggest, screaming over the wind to be heard.

“Let’s go, my friends!” Fayçon echoes, and the dragons immediately dive.

Darian follows them with Fayçon, and I learn very quickly that I don’t want to look down when I’m in a dragon’s hand and we’re heading toward the ground at unimaginable speeds. To think, kingdoms used to have entire squadrons of dragonriders defending their people. I can’t even imagine, and I’m really ready for this flight to end.

Berklak holds me tight until Darian lands and releases us. He’s the reason we roll straight to our feet, and as he unties us, he nuzzles my ear. “That was more fun the second time.”

I click my tongue at him, shaking my head. “I’ll let you be the dragon riding member of this partnership.”

He chuckles, and the low vibrations send my brain skittering off into the aethyr.

The sound of fighting breaks me out of my wayward thoughts, and Berklak and I start running toward the sounds of the battle. The frozen grove is thick with evergreen trees, and we have to wind our way through the snow and pines to get to where our party has engaged the cult that stole Fayçon’s grove.

We pass through a weird arch made of living young trees in the path, and I’m hit with heat and humidity as the snow and ice disappear and the pine grove changes into an old growth forest full of towering leafy trees with trunks thicker than a wagon at the base. Berklak and I both halt suddenly, surprised and unsure about where we are.

A dragon roars, and Fayçon’s happy answer reminds us of the urgency of our advance. “My friends are angry now!”

A terrified scream follows that announcement, and Berklak and I resume our sprint toward the clash of metal against metal, screams, and dragon rage.

We get peeks of the battle ahead through the dense foliage, and eventually we break through into a clearing with five stacks of river stones around which the battle rages. Closest to us, two paladins in black armor with the sign of a god I don’t recognize painted on them clash with Nell, driving him back. One swings hard and Nell jumps back, but the paladins pursue, swinging their swords. Their weapons come to an abrupt halt a full meter away from one of the river stone columns, sparking the magic of a protective ward and saving Nell from their attack. He grins and swings back, meeting the two knights swing for swing with his broadsword and taking advantage of the protective ward they can’t seem to cross.

Beside me Berklak roars, and the magic of his rage becomes a bolt of light that flies from his chest and strikes one of the paladins of the Forsaken dead center. The paladin stumbles back, and the light inside the paladin’s armor is so bright the image of their skeleton is burned into my eyes before they abruptly burst into flame.

That’s new. I wonder when Berklak acquired wild magic.
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Consumed by rage, I don’t question why I’m suddenly creating lightning bolts from my chest. Instead, I attack the paladins engaging Nell, denting the helmet of one with my war hammer and forcing that one to turn toward me instead. Nell takes advantage of the paladin’s distraction and immediately follows my attack with a strike of his own. The paladin falls, dead, and we double team the second one with the same result.

I run into the rest of the fray. A hundred people in black armor with the sigil of the Forsaken painted on fight against my friends—the sigil is a circle in the center with a vertical line straight through it. Below the circle, there’s a small line bisecting the vertical line. Above the central circle, three lines cross the vertical line. At the top of the sigil is another three quarter circle pointing upward.

The numbers of the Forsaken seem overwhelming, but having four dragons stomping, chomping, and shooting icy daggers and ice boulders from their mouths helps make the fight fairer.

Dead center of the clearing four tall Akebburc stand with their backs to each other, watching the soldiers fight and sending out waves of psychic attacks against my friends. The one facing me tries to bring me to my knees, but my rage protects me against his magical attack, and I charge, furious that he would even try.

Roaring, I lift my weapon above my head and run at the fucker. He shudders in fear and takes a step back, but I’m already there, bringing my weapon down on his hairy head. He looks up just in time to lose his teeth and the ends of his mouth tentacles. He falls to his knees, swiping at me with the short sword in his hand. The blade connects, but I ignore the slice and pain, lifting my hammer again and bringing it down, crushing the monster’s skull.

The Akebburc next to him lunges at me, striking out with his psychic attack, but the magic of it rolls right off me, unable to penetrate the red haze of fury. I shove the end of my war hammer into his stomach, causing him to bend and lurch forward. He uses the momentum to grab my face and wrap his mouth tentacles around my head, pulling me forward toward the circles of his razor sharp teeth.

I rip the tentacles off my face, pulling a handful of them out of the monster’s mouth. I shove him away and bring my war hammer around, slamming him in the side of his head. He stumbles to the side, and one of his partners tackles me from the side, grabbing me with arms and tentacles again.

“Fuck you!” I roar, breaking his hold and shoving him away.

I slip on the dead one, tripping instead of hitting the fucker. He grabs me again from behind, getting his arms and tentacles around my head. I shake my head, trying to dislodge him, but this time he catches me in a firm hold. The only thing saving me from this fucker eating my brain is a damn good buck that gets my knees under me. His teeth prick the back of my skull just before he gurgles and his grip on me fails. He slips to the side, and I toss him off, grabbing my weapon as I spring back to my feet.

Behind me, Lawton stands with a look of rage the likes of which I’ve never seen on his face. The cowl of death surrounds him as he stares at the Akebburc that nearly got me and it decays right before my eyes. The rage that makes me a barbarian and a skilled warrior fades as I watch my love save my life, but when a paladin steps up behind my lover, I grab it again with both hands and charge, ready to intercept anything that might harm him.

As I think about needing to be right there to stop the paladin, I suddenly am there, moved magically, teleported right where I wanted to be. I bring my war hammer down with a roar. The paladin tries to dodge, trips on nothing, and I end up slamming my war hammer right between his legs. Red haze clouds my vision as I bring my hammer up and around again, smashing his face in.

Turning, I target the last Akebburc standing, surrounded by three dead, and then I’m right there in front of him, teleported again. I smash him in the face with my weapon, follow that up with a kick, and when he dives forward trying to catch me, I spin around him, kick him to the ground, and hammer in his skull until he’s nothing but pulverized mush.

I look up, seeking the next target, and come to a standstill, completely entranced by the sight of my necromancer floating twenty feet in the air with an army of the dead standing beneath him, fighting their living compatriots. Every body that falls rises again and turns on its brothers until the final Forsaken cult member dies and turns into a zombie under Lawton’s command. His visage, shrouded in death magic, appears otherworldly and terrifying, the pulse of his power beats around the clearing, and as silence descends, I realize the man I love has given himself completely to the power of his magic.

It takes a few seconds for the pain to make it through the haze of my rage. Lawton pulls raw magic through me, scraping my insides as if by a shard of broken glass, but even as it hurts, I am completely enthralled.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” I breathe, incapable of looking away from him.

The clearing pulses like nature itself is breathing, and then Darian in dragon form presses his snout in close to Lawton. He doesn’t say a word, he just stares, and Lawton stares back. The magic surrounding him wavers, and Darian holds out a claw. Lawton blinks at our friend and steps into his claw. The moment he’s secure, the zombies beneath them all collapse, losing the magic that reanimated them.

Darian sets Lawton down in front of me, and my lover launches himself into my arms. “Oh, I almost lost you!” he cries, hugging me as hard as he can.

“Never,” I assure him, even though it was pretty close with the Akebburc that managed to almost get its teeth in me.

“If that’s how he reacts when the orc is attacked, I’m not sure it's going to be healthy for any of us if he’s ever genuinely hurt,” Fuin points out with a sweep of his hand toward all the corpses.

Lawton turns in my arms to face Fuin and the pile of bodies. “Don’t hurt my orc, and I won't be a problem for you.”

Fuin raises both hands, palms out. “I’m on your side, but this is why necromancy is forbidden in Fasgard. Necromancers exactly like you have wrought destruction through the land. Look what you did here. You turned every single one of these people into zombies, and I’m not a friend of these people, I certainly killed my share of them, but no one deserves this kind of fate. Zombies are an abomination, and you just made seventy of them without a thought. Without a fucking array.”

Darian swings his head around again, putting himself between Lawton and Fuin. “Have you heard of the Feral Child of the Circle?” he asks in a low rumble through his dragon teeth, baring them at Fuin.

I take a step back and pull Lawton with me, urging the rest of our party to do the same. The Feral Child has smiled, and that could be a problem for Fuin.

“Yes. Everyone’s heard that rumor,” Fuin responds as Darian’s form shrinks and he resumes his elf shape, still with that terrifying smile on his face.

“I am he,” he murmurs to the rogue assassin, “and Law is my friend.”

Fuin closes his mouth and takes a small step backward. He stares at Darian for a long moment before answering. “I don’t think my concerns are invalid, but I will trust your judgment.”

Darian’s smile flashes brighter before he turns his back on Fuin and his smile disappears when he joins us.

Lawton takes a deep breath and releases it, looking around. “Shall we loot the bodies? Fayçon, what do you want us to do with them?” he asks as we all finally strip out of our cold weather gear. It was fine while we were fighting, but now that we’re done, we need to cool off.

“Strip them and let my friends eat them,” Fayçon replies with a wicked grin. “This will feed them for a whole week!”

One of the dragons looks over the pile of corpses. “Necromantic magic isn’t my favorite seasoning,” they complain with a snort.

The other dragon snaps at the first. “Better than the swill they fed us.”

The first dragon huffs, releasing a few scattered ice daggers.

Fayçon giggles, dancing over to the first corpse, stripping it out of its armor with efficient movements. I sigh, reaching over and pinching Lawton’s tight little ass. “This is going to take all day, and it’s your fault, my love. They probably don’t even have much in the way of treasure.”

Lawton looks over the corpses uncertainly and then shrugs, walking to the closest one. “I think they gave up their presumption of death rites when they summoned a bunch of Akebburcs to thyr. At least this way they’ll be useful as fertilizer.”

“My grove will bloom so prettily,” Fayçon sighs happily beside us.

The rest of the party joins us, stripping the corpses and giving them to the dragons, who each gobble up eight of the bodies before they start collecting them to store outside of the grove where the freezing temperatures will keep the bodies from rotting. Apparently frozen is the only way to eat them if they aren’t fresh from death and full of warm blood. I can’t say I’ve ever been tempted by the flesh of people, so I’ll take the dragon’s word for it and be grateful they aren’t interested in adding us to the collection of their future dinners.

After they return from offloading their fourth haul, Armus starts asking questions as he sorts through the loot, piling up clothing, armor, and weapons separate from personal possessions and a small pile of coin. “So, dragons haven’t been sighted in a thousand years. Where have you been hiding and where are the rest of the dragons?”

“I’ve told you they’ve been here the whole time,” Inghram reminds him.

“The dragons are hidden like my grove is hidden,” Fayçon laughs, pointing to the tall river stone pillars around us.

I’m not a magic user, and I really am just a barbarian half-orc with a love of mead, but I saw how those pillars repelled the Forsaken during the fight, so I know they’re magical. “Do the stones hide your grove?”

Fayçon giggles, tossing someone’s severed hand at one of the stone pillars. The hand thumps against an invisible shield about a meter out from the pillar and falls to the ground, where one of the dragons scoops it up with their tongue and swallows it whole.

“The stones hide everything from everyone. You have to have the key to get past them,” the crazy druid replies, pointing at Inghram.

Inghram pauses to look at himself, shooting Fayçon a quizzical look. “I’m not a key.”

Fayçon snorts and continues stripping the last of the bodies. “You bear the key,” he huffs.

Inghram looks down at himself, and Lawton makes a noise that brings my attention straight to him. I’m not sure how it ever strayed. He’s beautiful, even when covered in the remnants of the battle. Maybe even more so. What orc doesn’t enjoy seeing his lover painted red with the crimson of fresh blood? Although at this point it’s dried on him. He’ll clean us up after we’re done with the corpses, but until then, it’s a joy to see him so brutally beautiful.

“What did you just figure out?” I ask, unable to stop myself from watching him with love and affection fully visible on my face.

Lawton points at Nell, watching Fayçon’s reaction. “Does Nell also bear the key?”

Fayçon doesn’t even look up from his task, he merely nods and hums his agreement.

Lawton beams at me. “The mark of Benilon, what do you want to bet?”

“You mean to tell me we’re actually in the right place?” Armus grins, looking around with new interest.

“That is how adventuring is meant to work. You follow the clues, let fate guide you, and inevitably you end up where you’re going,” I explain to Lawton, who’s never done this before.

He giggles in delight. “How convenient. We barely had to investigate at all!”

“I wouldn’t call trekking from the coast of Fasgard to the center of Gwafellaw via the dwarven mines barely an investigation,” Armus snorts. “We’ve been learning the entire journey where we’re supposed to be and what we’re supposed to look for.”

Frost tosses armor onto the pile that Armus has sorted. “I think it only works when you do the work to make it work.”

Tavia’s high pitched giggle rings out and she pulls her wife in for a chaste little kiss. “What she means is, if we’d ignored the clues and didn’t actually follow where our investigation took us, we would not have been drawn to the right place. We’re here by fate, but our own work went into it too.”

Frost glowers at her, but love sparks in her face, completely ruining the effect. “That is what I said.”

Tavia kisses her again and looks over at Lawton. “So yes, it’s convenient, but we worked for it.”

Lawton giggles, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “I think adventuring might be my favorite activity.”

“Pfft,” I respond. “I can think of at least three different activities that you love more than adventuring—” I lean in close, murmuring in his ear, “—and I’ll show you what I mean the moment we can sneak away.”

As soon as that suggestion leaves my mouth my timbre tremble starts up like I’m about to get him naked this instant, which I’m not, and it takes some convincing of my inner orc to stop the embarrassing tremble. “I swear I’m not a teenager,” I grumble, mostly to myself.

Lawton giggles and springs a chaste little kiss on me before turning back to Fayçon. “We’re looking for Kadr-Aelys,” he tells the druid, indicating the five stone pillars. “Will bearing the key to the stones help us find her?”

Fayçon gives him a sour look. “Why is everyone wishing to wake the shrieking woman?” He waves his hands around in a chaotic move. “Revenge is cold!”

“Oooh,” Tavia and Frost both say at the same time with matching expressions of concern.

Tavia grimaces at us. “Frost thinks maybe the freeze is a direct result of whatever Benilon did to Kadyra.”

Frost widens her eyes at Tavia. “You were thinking the same thing!”

“For fuck’s sake,” Inghram curses, tromping over to one of the stone pillars and easily bypassing the ward protecting it.

“Convenient,” I point out, winking at Lawton.

“But what does it do when he walks past the ward?” Lawton asks, though he directs his question toward Inghram.

Our paladin walks around the pillar and stops with his back facing the center of the clearing. “There are runes here. It looks like the writing in your grimoire, Law.”

Lawton approaches the pillar, but he’s rebuffed like everything else has been except Inghram and Nell. “I wonder if it’s just the sign painted on the armor or if I need Benilon’s patronage too,” he mutters, pulling his backpack forward so he can dig into it.

He pulls out a brush and a jar of gray paint and waves Nell over. “Do you mind painting your sigil on my shirt?”

“Probably easier to paint it on one of those shields,” I point out, and Armus grabs a plain wooden shield for us.

Nell takes the paint and the shield, grinning at us. “You know, we could always induct you into our order. With two paladins here, you could be conscripted, and then you’d bear the sigil and have Benilon’s temporary protection.”

Inghram joins us as Nell takes a knee, unscrewing the jar of paint. “Actually, that’s probably a good idea. We can paint temporary sigils on everyone and induct them as conscripts. That will satisfy the ward, I think. It felt like just bearing the mark wasn’t enough when I passed through it. I felt the blessing of our god on the ward itself.”

Fayçon eyes us as his dragon friends flank him. “Don’t wake the shrieking goddess.”

“We have no plans to wake her, my friend,” I tell him, walking closer but keeping my threat level low. We’ve defeated him once, but that was before he had dragon friends. I don’t think any of us want to tangle with the dragons after going to all that effort to save them and this grove. “I think that whatever the Forsaken were doing here was working because a miasma of Kadr-Aeyls’ making is seeping up from the frozen desert to the rest of the southern continent and maybe even to the northern continent. We are only going to do what we must to stop the miasma. Hopefully that merely means reinforcing the spell that is keeping her asleep.”

Fifty years of adventuring has taught me one thing: whatever I am hoping to accomplish isn’t going to go to plan, but in the end we will prevail. Too many gods have a sword in this fight for us to fail.

“The strength of the air would overpower your wards if they come from the goddess.” He waves his hands to indicate the dragons. “She is the goddess of the air, beautiful in her destruction, the queen of dragonkind. They exist where she exists and now they exist here.” Fayçon huffs unhappily and gives me a grumpy nod. “Put her into a deep sleep. I will continue to protect her here, and the dragons can protect her there.”

“How long have you been her guardian?” Armus asks, coming up beside me. “This is important information for the epic I will sing of this adventure in the court of the king of Fasgard.”

Fayçon razzes, blowing a scoffing raspberry. “The songs of our queen were lost when she turned on us. I have guarded her from the beginning and I will guard her until the end.”

“With us,” one of the dragons adds, and the other stands taller in solidarity with both of them.

Fayçon nods, reaching out to pet his friends. “Of course with you. With all my friends.”

“The dragons are going to disappear again when she is lulled back to sleep?” Armus confirms, studying the dragons.

“We protect the queen while she slumbers,” one of the dragons confirms.

Darian joins us and I feel my long braid shift as he runs a hand over it on his way by. He stops in front of Fayçon, and my quiet friend holds up a seven-armed star made of stone with sapphires and emeralds embedded in each arm.

Fayçon’s eyes light up upon seeing it and he takes it from Darian’s hand with reverence. “My star! The burns that bright my eyes and heart. Look it shines!” he says, excitedly pointing to the center of the star where an obsidian eye looks out.

Darian nods solemnly. “I retrieved it from the Forsaken. Don’t lose it again,” he instructs the druid before returning to my side.

“What is it?” Armus asks curiously.

I look to Darian because I’ve never seen anything like it, and Darian shrugs. “It’s the soul of the grove.”

Fayçon cradles his star, nodding with Darian. “My star was born when the goddess was trapped, and I treasure it. Keep it safe. Protect the goddess, protect the forest.”

Fayçon seems to be lost in his stone, rocking back and forth with it, and I wonder if having lost it, he’s reconnecting, and if that’s the case, I’m inclined to leave him to it.

Turning away from the crazy druid, I find Lawton sliding his arm through the straps on the back of the shield that Nell painted Benilon’s mark on. It’s a sigil with a weeping eye behind a sword lily pointed downward that is embedded in the center of a black daisy. He looks up at me with a happy little smile and waits for Inghram and Nell to “conscript” him. They make him take an oath of solidarity that so long as they need him to serve Benilon’s will, he would be a soldier of Benilon. When Lawton finishes reciting the oath, he walks right past the ward protecting the stone pillars and immediately starts studying the runes there.
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Berklak’s arousal slides down our bond, and I wonder what set him off, but looking over my shoulder at him, I think it must just be me being amazing. I like that, obviously. Who doesn’t like that their lover thinks they’re sexy when they’re kicking adventuring’s ass?

Unfortunately, I just have to wait until we take a rest before I can show him how much I love how he appreciates me. For now, I give the Cilweitethi runes my attention.

Inghram joins me at the stone pillar, pointing at the assortment of runes. “I looked all around, and there are many on all sides.”

I point to the topmost one. “The first son, or a first son. I tend to go with the direct article.” I point to the most logical one to follow from the ones directly in front of me. “Fully corrupted.”

The next one says, “No allegiance,” and I decide I’m going to need my grimoire and a pencil. “I’m going to write this down.”

Inghram waits for me as I pull out my book for my spells and open it to the next blank page. I walk around the pillar and mark out three rectangles to represent the pillar, then I start copying the runes in their respective places onto the rectangles, and when I’m done, the story on the stones begins to form. I write it out in order and then call for our group to join me as I step out from behind the ward protecting the pillar.

“Ok, so the runes on the stone seem to be telling the beginning of a story, and I suspect I’m going to find the rest of it on the other pillars. I don’t want anyone to touch these pillars at all until I’ve written the whole story down. If Fayçon allows us, I suggest setting up camp while I figure this out.” If Fayçon doesn’t want us camping here, he better have a place close by.

Fayçon hums happily, showing us the star Darian found for him. “All are welcome in the clearing, but stay out of the forest. Do not indulge in your curiosity or you will be lost to it and may never be found, because I won’t go looking for you.” He cackles at that, turns on his heels, and marches straight into the forest. The dragons launch themselves into the sky and disappear beyond the ward that keeps this grove preserved in warmth.

There are three paths leading away from the clearing, the ones that brought us here, and I point them out. “It’s probably safe to stick to the paths, but druid groves are tricky to people who aren’t welcomed into them.”

The others acknowledge that as they start the task of setting up camp.

“What does the story say?” Iago asks from where he’s crouched, looking a little miserable. I suppose if he was made for the ice, the warmth of this area would be uncomfortable. Poor guy.

Looking down at my page, I read aloud what I’ve written:

“In the age of the Mad King Wurfengurt, Vikhram, the first son of Ben-Aelys, high priest of his father’s temple, was fully corrupted. He swore no allegiance to any, but hid his evil behind the mask of the high priest.

“Yuniffayr was a maid who served the temple of Kadr-Aelys. She was beautiful and kind, full of laughter, and she loved the farmer who served the temples of Rathit and her husband, the smith of the city.

“One day as she visited her lovers, she caught the attention of Vikhram, and his guards brought her to him. He asked for her hand, but her love for her partners was greater than any offering he gave her, and she refused him.”

“It’s a poem in Cilweitethi,” I add when I’m done. “Wurfengurt was the name mentioned in the rubbing my father gave me.” And now that I’ve seen it twice, I’m much more confident about it.

“Do you need help with translating the other pillars?” Armus asks, more than a little curious.

“I suppose for a bard this would be an incredible find,” I tease and he laughs, blushing a little.

“I’m not just a bard, I’m a historian. You know that history is learned best through the songs of the old bards, and I would be terrible at my vocation if I didn’t learn to sing the oldest of songs, including this one,” he explains.

“My friend, I would be delighted to have your company while translating, but who else is going to make our dinner?”

Berklak, the love of my life, steps up. “I can make hunter’s stew as well as anyone.”

Pulling him down for a kiss, I thank him for volunteering and leave the party to set up camp while Armus, who Inghram and Nell “conscript” like they did me, and I discover the rest of the story.

***

Hours later, after night has fallen and our bard has spent the entire afternoon practicing, as we sit around the fire, Armus sings us the whole song, naming it The Tragedy of Yuniffayr.

In the age of the Mad King Wurfengurt, Vikhram, the first son of Ben-Aelys, high priest of his father’s temple, was fully corrupted. He swore no allegiance to any, but hid his evil behind the mask of the high priest.

Yuniffayr was a maid who served the temple of Kadr-Aelys. She was beautiful and kind, full of laughter, and she loved the farmer who served the temples of Rathit and her wife, the smith of the city.

One day as she visited her lovers, she caught the attention of Vikhram, and his guards brought her to him. He asked for her hand, but her love for her partners was greater than any offering he gave her, and she refused him.

Upon her rejection, Vikhram forced her into his bed and held her captive until he grew bored of her. He gave her to his paladins and watched as the light of her life was snuffed out.

When the farmer and her wife found their maid’s body outside the temple, the two screamed for justice, but there was none to be had against the son of a god. Vikhram refused to answer their call for justice, and the temple of Ben-Aelys refused their cries.

The farmer brought her grief to Kadr-Aelys and showed the goddess what happened to her maid. Kadr-Aelys pleaded with her husband to avenge her maid, but Ben-Aelys could not move against his own son, whom he remembered as a baby and loved.

Kadr-Aelys, seeing her husband was useless against injustice, moved through the city, avenging every wrong committed against women by the men who desired them. In a single night, every man in Rathit writhed in agony, spasming until his bones were broken and he died drowning in lungs filled with his own blood.

Kadr-Aelys’ vengeance could not be satisfied, and she swept through the land of Cilweite, crippling the south in two days, shrieking in rage against every man that had ever served her useless husband. Thousands died, yet her fury could not be placated.

Ben-Aelys, seeing the destruction wrought by his wife because of his son, regretted his love for both and gave the king of Cilweite his mark, instructing him to lure Kadr-Aelys into a trap of his making to stop her from continuing her destruction.

When Mad King Wurfengurt brought the mark of his god to Kadr-Aelys, the goddess’ wrath chased him from the east to the west, all the way to the array where Ben-Aelys trapped his wife in the warmth of the land, leeching every ray of sunshine from the land to entomb his wife.

The south of Cilweite froze, and this memorial stands as a testament to the foolishness of gods. May the goddess never awaken, and curse the god who was blinded by his love; may he never escape our judgment.

“‘Revenge is cold,’” Frost mutters, repeating what Fayçon said when he warned us not to wake the goddess up. “That’s why the land froze. What do you want to bet we’re standing inside the array Benilon created to capture his wife?”

“I don’t make bad bets,” Armus chuffs, winking at her.

I nod in agreement. “One hundred percent we are camping inside an array meant to imprison a goddess, but it’s somehow failing and her wrath is pouring out in a miasma that’s spreading across the continent. We’re going to have to strengthen the array, but first we have to find it. It’s going to be at the borders of the warmth, but after this long, how far down it’s buried is anyone’s guess.”

“I have a question,” Fuin says as he sharpens his daggers. He glances over at Nell to see if he has his attention before continuing. “If all this is something that Benilon did, why didn’t he just point us in the right direction to begin with—you all said that you’ve been traveling south following clues for weeks—and, even more pressing, why isn’t he here to deal with it himself?”

“I don’t know why he wouldn’t return here once he knew the problem was with his wife, but I do know that Benilon offers redemption to his followers. I am a paladin of Benilon because I was born with a stain on my soul that will never come out, but serving my patron means I can do good, and maybe I can do enough good to feel good about who I am. I will always be a Sepferaline, but I am defined by Benilon, and I wouldn’t trade any task he gives me if it means I have to give that up. Benilon sent me on this journey because he knows it’s good for my soul,” Inghram says with conviction from where he sits between Armus and Darian.

Seeing those three together like that is good for my soul.

“I can probably answer why Benilon himself didn’t return here on his own,” I offer, snuggling into Berklak’s warm cuddles. Genuinely, his lap is the only seat I ever want to sit on, and I’m thankful my half-orc enjoys having me there.

“Oh please, necromancer, tell us your insight,” Fuin says with a slightly mocking tone.

Berklak tenses, but I pet his arm and shoot him my gratitude down the line of our bond. As weird as it is to hear that tone outside the palace, it’s a lot less disrespectful than it could be, and we’re not in Fasgard where it’s a crime to talk to me like that. Not that I’ve ever had anyone arrested for their tone.

“The poem cursed Benilon there at the end. While he may have set up the array and trapped Kadyra, I think someone came through later and laid on the curse. I think if Benilon steps foot into the array, it may unravel. It only takes the shift of one curve to turn a magical array against its maker. If I wanted to make sure Benilon never returned for a peaceful visit to his wife, I would alter the array so that if he did return, Kadyra would awaken and exact revenge on him. After all, he imprisoned the goddess of revenge. She’s not likely to just forgive him.”

That’s the best explanation I can think of, and from the nods of agreement around the fire, I’m confident it’s as accurate as it can be without testing it and watching the destruction.

“That does make sense,” Fuin begrudgingly admits.

Smirking, because I like it when people who don’t like me have to at least acknowledge I’m right, I turn my head up in time to watch Berklak finish off his cup of mead. He sets the cup on his barrel and lifts me to my feet, following me up. “This is fun, but tomorrow we all may die trying to fix the array, so I’m going to go connect with my future husband. If you hear him screaming, feel free to cheer.” He bends down and tosses me over his shoulder, marching with me into the darkness of the forest where we’ll find a bit of privacy.

Fuck, I love this orc.
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The puzzle was so stupidly simple that we didn’t figure it out until Armus tripped over his tail and fell right into the stone pillar with the third act of the poem. The pillar lit up red and a fireball appeared out of nowhere, burning every last one of us. Fortunately Lawton is as powerful as a god and the burns lasted all of six seconds.

After that, Inghram touched the first act of the poem and it lit up blue, so we touched all the stone pillars in order, and the ground rumbled and fell away, revealing a spiraling staircase leading down. The stone structure is fully solid and it’s impossible to see anything but what is directly in front of us, so there’s no telling how far down it goes.

I put my hands to my mouth and yell into it, “Hey yo!”

My voice echoes back to me, but I can’t tell how far down it goes from that, so I shrug, addressing the party. “Who’s going first?”

Iago steps forward and peers into the structure. “I don’t think I’m coming with you,” he decides, and I don’t blame him. It’s going to be a tight squeeze for me to get in there. He’s at least head and shoulders too tall to fit into the space comfortably. “I’ll stay on guard up here.”

“Shall I join you?” Fuin asks, though I don’t think he’s asking so much as volunteering .

“If you like,” Iago shrugs.

Nell looks a little irritated with his companion but brushes it off and turns to Darian. “We can go together, if you want to take the lead with me.”

Darian dips his chin, and together they start their descent.

My friend prefers about fifty meters of lead when he’s scouting ahead, so I give them a little time while the rest of us organize. Lawton insists on going next after our scouts, so Frost takes the lead with Lawton and Tavia following, and I walk behind them with Inghram and Armus behind me.

And then we walk, and walk, and walk. For hours. The descent goes on for kilometers straight down that spiraling staircase. There is nothing but stone steps and Lawton’s ball of magelight. We eat dried fruit and nuts as our midday meal, and that’s when Darian and Nell finally return to us, letting us know that we’re almost to the bottom.

As we finally descend the last steps, Frost sniffs the air. “We’re in the Underthyr. Below the deepest dwarven mines in the between space after the magma and before the ice. Any deeper and we’ll be in danger of meeting the viltz.”

“Why would Benilon go so deep?” Tavia questions.

Lawton’s magelight ascends and moves around the cavern, and as it lights up a pillar to the right, a rush of magic lights torches all around the space, revealing a cavern with two tall marble pillars from the floor to the ceiling, between which the stone statue of a goddess screaming in rage and wielding a spear stands. The statue is painted bright colors with oranges, yellows, and reds against golden skin and mahogany hair whipping in the wind. The lance in her hand is vivid blue, and the effect of the whole is wondrous and terrifying. The goddess Kadyra, but was this statue erected by someone who knew her, or did the sculpture take some liberties with her coloring?

“That’s gorgeous!” Armus exclaims, craning his neck as we all are to take in the massive statue.

“I wonder if it’s a tribute or a warning,” Nell ponders aloud.

“Probably both,” Inghram replies, receiving a chorus of agreement.

Behind the statue, the façade of a temple with colorful pillars is carved into the rock and painted to match the celebratory colors of the statue. There is no door, but there is an arched opening with torches on either side that leads inside the temple.

“Darian, Nell.” I point to the opening, and our scouts take the lead, slipping into the darkness briefly before Nell pokes his head back out.

“We’ve got a tunnel that runs in an arc in either direction. You want us to scout or go together?” he asks, grabbing one of the torches.

“Best we go together in case there are traps,” I decide, pulling my war hammer forward and leading the way into the tunnel where Nell and Darian wait. “We’ll go right, but Law, will you check for life?”

Lawton’s eyes glaze over the way they do when he’s pinging the area for life and death, and then he gasps and snaps back into the present. “There’s life everywhere, but I can’t tell if it’s one huge life like that of a goddess or small life in numbers I can’t possibly count. Disturbingly, there is no death at all anywhere within the boundary of my senses.”

“Why would the lack of death be disturbing?” Nell asks curiously.

Inghram clicks his tongue in response, and replies, “No death at all, Nell. No dead insects, rodents, or dead plants. Everything around us is alive, and nothing since this array was formed has ever died here. That’s unnatural.”

Lawton shudders. “Life without death is terrifying.”

Nell doesn’t seem to see the problem, so I bring it home for him. “Imagine an immortal rat. We know how quickly rats breed, how fast a barn can be overrun with rats after the farmer spots only one. We know how quickly they can become a huge problem. Now imagine that they can’t die, that they and all their spawn can breed forever without dying. You can’t drown them, or poison them, or trap them. They have no predators to eat them. They are relentlessly alive.”

Nell shudders, looking a little sick. “Ok, I see the point.”

Lawton pats his shoulder, turning to peer down the tunnel to the right. “Let’s find out why death doesn’t touch this place.”

Following my necromancer’s command, Darian and I take the lead, walking cautiously and keeping our eyes peeled for any traps or dangers that we might encounter. My heart beats fast, pumping blood into my limbs and keeping my body warm and ready for anything we might encounter. Between Nell’s torch, Lawton’s magelight, and my natural darkvision, I’m fairly confident as we walk that nothing’s going to spring out at us.

Darian stops us after about ten minutes by holding out a hand. We both examine the tunnel, because something set off his warning bell, but I see nothing, and when Darian steps forward, I assume he also doesn’t see anything. As soon as his foot lands, the floor falls out from beneath him, and he disappears into a hole just big enough to hold him with a yelp that quickly morphs into a burst of a scream that’s suddenly cut off.

The silence cuts me with fear for my friend, and I lean down, shouting into the hole, “Darian!”

Inghram shoves me to the side, kneeling next to the hole. “Darian! Answer me!”

The silence echoes too loudly.

Activating my linestone, I connect to Darian’s. “My friend, tell me you’re alive.”

I wait, but Darian doesn’t respond.

“I’m keeping this line open, so you’re going to hear me talking when you wake up or when you’re able to use your voice. We’re coming for you,” I promise.

Turning to the party, I take charge of this rescue operation. “Get all the rope and tie it together. We don’t know how deep this goes, but we’re not leaving Darian at the bottom,” I instruct the party, pulling my own rope from my rucksack.

Everyone starts moving, tying ends of ropes together. The hole Darian fit through is only going to fit one of the women or Lawton. The rest of us are too broad, and as I eye Tavia and Frost, I think maybe even being half elf, they’re too broad in the shoulders.

Using the head of my hammer, I test the sides of the hole, but there’s no point in expanding it; the hole itself is also slender. Grimacing, I take a deep breath and tell myself that Lawton is perfectly capable of defending himself from anything that might be down there, and if he’s not, he can tug the rope and we’ll pull him back to safety.

No amount of inner convincing is ever going to make me feel good about sending Lawton into the unknown without me, but when he grabs my wrist, looking up at me with those pretty glowing purple eyes, I know he knows exactly what we’re about to do.

“It’s got to be you,” I mutter, angry at the situation but ready to face it.

He nods. “I’m going to get him, and we will be fine.”

“Open the linestone. I want to know the moment you need us to pull up. You don’t hesitate even if that means leaving Darian. We can find another way to him if this isn’t going to work. Even if we have to call on some boring voles to eat us a tunnel down to him.”

Lawton pulls me down, pushing his nose in next to mine and speaking against my mouth. “My love, I will make sure we all get back to the surface alive. I promise.”

Coming from him, those words give me more hope than fear. “I love you too.”

He smiles, pecks my lips and pulls back, releasing me. I tie him into a rope harness, and then my beautiful necromancer disappears into the hole that swallowed Darian as I control the rate of his descent with the rope.

Slowly, the rope passes through my fingers, the first knot comes and goes, twenty meters, then forty, then after a hundred and twenty meters, Lawton’s voice whispers to me. “Stop. Shit. Stop.”

I immediately stop. “What do you see?”

“My love, this might hurt,” he warns me, and I nearly drop the rope as my bones ignite with fire as he pulls magic through me.

I grit my teeth, wrap the rope around my arm, and wait. He can pull as much magic as he needs through me if it means getting him and Darian back alive.
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My stomach roils as I watch a group of viltz, the corrupted dark elves that live in the depths of the Underthyr, chew on Darian’s body. They’re eating him alive, and thankfully he’s unconscious for it. I don’t want to imagine what he would be going through if he was conscious. I’m obviously not going to allow them to continue, and pulling on the magic that flows from Berklak, I form the arrays that I need. There’s only about ten viltz around Darian, but the rest of the cavern is filled with these fuckers, and I don’t have the patience to give them a chance to surrender.

Instead of painting the array on the ground, I envision it in my mind, feeding it magic until it feels as real and powerful as any array I’ve ever drawn, then I draw another on Darian’s body, infusing it into his bones so that the death magic I’m about to perform won’t touch him. Once both arrays exist inside my mind, full of magic that might as well have manifested in reality, I pull.

The magic of the array explodes outward in tiny tendrils that sweep across the cavern, grabbing every viltz soul. The array ignites, pulling the souls out of the bodies they were born into, immediately killing every person within the array, except Darian, of course, whose own array protects him from the hands of death.

The souls are gathered into the array, and I could let them go and they would return to the aethyr, but along the line of the anchor that leads to Berklak is a place where I can store a hundred souls, and it would empower my half-orc’s weapon and make it more deadly, so I send the souls into his war hammer, and that’s the end of that. They will eventually find their way out of that prison, but until then they will serve my barbarian.

Was it a fair fight? No, but it can’t be when I’m involved. At least not when I’m facing anything less powerful than a monster-class magic user.

I release the magic I’m pulling through Berklak and apologize. “I’m sorry for the pain. Do you think you can lower me down another ten meters? I have to heal Darian, and then you can pull us back up.”

“You can always take as much as you need, Law. I don’t mind the pain,” he mutters back as I start descending again.

As soon as my feet hit the floor, I rush over to Darian, healing him with a touch of my hands. He awakens immediately, baring his teeth as he looks around in a rush before he jumps to his feet. As soon as he sees all the corpses, he stills, his teeth disappear behind his lips, and he turns to me, offering me a hand back up. He follows the line of the rope up through the ceiling of the cavern and dips his chin at me. “Thank you, Law.”

I beam at him (but keep my teeth behind my lips) as Berklak says, “Oh good. You’re alive.”

“I am,” Darian answers. “I will climb up as you pull Law.”

“See you in a bit,” Berklak replies, and I return to the spot under the hole.

Darian grabs the rope dangling from the ceiling and starts overhand climbing. Berklak pulls, and then we’re both heading toward the hole in the ceiling, leaving behind a massacre. I didn’t leave any witnesses, and even if there was one, they’re probably wary enough about seeing one little necromancer kill all of their friends with one spell that they aren’t going to try to follow us up. That would be ridiculous.

Yeah. Ridiculous.

Sigh.

“Berklak, just letting you know that there’s a massacre of viltz down here and it’s pretty obvious that what killed them was a spell. I don’t know how likely it is that the viltz won’t seek out revenge, but we should probably stay alert to the possibility.”

The dark elves aren’t exactly known for their reasonable responses. Seeing a hundred of their clan dead isn’t going to make them balk about seeking revenge. They don’t just cut their losses. They’re all in or all dead, so if that wasn’t the entire clan, the rest of them are going to come looking for revenge.

“We will deal with it when we have to,” Berklak assures me.

The rest of the lift up is mostly quiet as we each work to get back through the hole that Darian fell through. I help mostly by using my feet to walk up as much as possible, and that helps keep Berklak from having to pull my entire body weight up a hundred and thirty meters.

Honestly, thinking about that feat of strength gets me a little horned up for my orc. It’s a little ridiculous that in the middle of the climax of our quest I want to reward him with kisses further south than his belt, but this is who I am now. Fortunately, the man I am is still capable of not pulling his man into the dark for some mischief in the middle of saving the world.

Once we’re all back in the tunnel, safe and together, we resume our forward progress, stepping over places in the floor that Darian points out until we reach a T in the tunnel. It’s a left turn through an archway that leads into a massive cavern. As soon as we step into it, the torches and wall sconces ignite, lighting up the heated space. Sweat drips from my hair as the desert air sucks the moisture straight out of my lungs.

Nothing indicates why the space is so hot, except that at the center, locked in what looks like amber and burning with a blue flame, is the body of the goddess Kadr.

“This room is heavily trapped,” Darian murmurs, pointing one after the other to traps set in the floor and ceiling. Once he’s pointed out all the ones he can see, he sweeps his hand to the opposite side of the room and adds, “There are guardians behind that wall. Hundreds of them,” he whispers, closing his eyes to sense with his magic.

I ping the area with mine too, but again, all I get is life. So much of it, and all of it intensely alive. It’s the strangest thing. Sensing my friends’ lives is normal, they are alive and feel alive, but normal levels of aliveness. Everything else in this space is more alive than we are. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s creepy; creepier than any death I’ve ever seen or experienced.

“We don’t want to set off the traps. We’re not here to release the goddess and we don’t want to make it easier for anyone who comes in after us to do it. The only thing we need to do is figure out why the array is failing and fix it,” Berklak reminds us. “Is the array in this room?”

I shake my head, pointing beyond to where Darian says the guardians are. “I think it’s going to be past this room on the other side of the wall.”

“There’s probably a way to open up the wall. The guardians wouldn’t be there if they couldn’t get in here to protect Kadyra.” Nell suggests. “If we can bypass the traps and get the guardians to open the wall up, all we have to do is convince them that we’re here to help, and then we can find the array.”

“Or we can back out of this room and see where the other tunnel leads. Maybe it intersects with the array somewhere else,” Armus suggests with a shrug. “We have choices.”

“We are not splitting the party,” Berklak and Inghram both say at once.

Armus chuckles, reaching over to squeeze Inghram’s hand. “Of course not.”

“I can scout ahead with Nell,” Darian offers.

Berklak shakes his head. “Not after you took a tumble like that. We’ll all go together, check for other ways to get to the array, and if not, we’ll tackle this room.”

Based on the skepticism in Berklak’s bond, I think he might not believe there’s another way, and even though I’m relatively new to adventuring, I think I get it. Why would there be an easier way? This room is clearly the way we need to go because it’s the challenge we’re facing.

Regardless, we all agree to search the tunnel, and while we do find several treasure rooms with enough loot to make us all very wealthy, we don’t find a way to the array until we complete a full circle of the tunnel and return back to the room with the goddess in it. Inside one of the treasure rooms, Inghram spotted an ornate amber key, and that’s the only thing out of those rooms that we took. Berklak said that we loot the treasure after we complete our quest to avoid curses, and while I’m pretty confident in my ability to dispel a curse, with the way Frost and Tavia nodded in full agreement with Berklak’s reason, I decide to take the safer route and leave the treasure for the end of the quest.

Back at the room with the goddess, we all agree to let Darian try to make it through the room without setting off traps to see if he can spot a keyhole where the amber key will fit. Berklak assumes it’s going to open the wall up, but Armus and Nell think it will disable the traps. I’m kind of hoping for both. Armus might not make it through the room if we don’t disable the traps, which I think Darian is hoping the key will do. None of us want Armus maimed, and unfortunately for the clumsy bard, that’s too likely for comfort.

We watch Darian pick his way through the traps, marking a safe route until he reaches the goddess at the center of the room. He stops before her and then goes completely still. Tension builds within the party when he just stands there without moving for several minutes. Berklak jerks like he wants to move forward a couple of times, but we have eyes on him, and he’s fine. He’s just preternaturally still, but this is the Feral Child of the Circle; we expect him to be able to stand unmoving for long periods.

He finally moves, lifting a hand to his ear and murmuring. Berklak also touches his ear, and then his low voice fills the air around us. “Darian says there is a crack in the amber and he can hear the goddess speaking to him through it. He says she wants us to release her. Obviously you’re not going to release her, Darian.”

Darian’s muted voice swims through the chamber, but it’s not distinct enough for me to hear him.

“No, we’re not going to let her out. She’s already causing trouble in Fasgard and she’s not even fully awake. If we release her, she’s going to continue rampaging, and we don’t want that. Thyr has managed to survive for a thousand years with the goddess asleep, I think it would be fine to leave her for another thousand.”

Darian murmurs something more, and then he walks around the goddess, slipping through the cavern to the wall at the far end.

We all release a collective breath of relief.

“Was she magicking him?” Tavia asks quietly as we watch our druid wood elf search the wall for a mechanism to open it.

“Even if she was, it didn’t work,” Inghram replies. “He’s pretty resistant to magical interference.”

Darian does something to the wall on the other side, and as soon as he does, it feels like the entire room stands down. The air cools, the magic thrumming through it quiets, and a wave of clicks echoes through the chamber as all the traps disable all at once. The wall at the back slides down as Darian backs away, and Berklak starts running across the room to our friend.
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“Stay away from the goddess,” I tell the others as we follow Berklak; the last thing we need is someone getting convinced they should free her.

As Berklak joins Darian, the first of the guardians start pouring into the room. Raskar, more alive than any I’ve ever seen, bound into the room, scattering around us instead of attacking. The tiny felines wouldn’t stand much of a chance against us, but I’m still glad they don’t immediately attack. I have a soft spot for the tiny felines considering the little zombie raskar I have a wonderful little bond with.

Larger house cats follow the raskar, and they also scatter, ignoring us, then lynx slink in, yowling at us without attacking. After the lynx come panthers, who sniff in our general direction but don’t otherwise acknowledge us.

“I’m beginning to sense a pattern,” Armus murmurs as a pair of tigers stalk into the room.

Four lionesses join them, but the bigger cats aren’t scattering; they’re surrounding us and watching. After the lionesses settle into guard positions facing us, a giant lion as tall as Berklak steps into the room, studying us through huge golden eyes with more intelligence than animals typically have. The life inside him is astounding, pressing up against me like he is the incarnation of life itself in the same way that sometimes I’m the incarnation of death.

For some reason, I am incensed at his very existence. There’s something inside me rebelling against him, against what he is, or rather, what he represents. The incarnation of life? Who does he think he is? I am the high sorcerer of Fasgard, a necromancer of power and I—

I know what the problem is.

“I am Prince Lawton Fairkin, fourth child born to King Valerian Fairkin. I am the high sorcerer of Fasgard and the most powerful necromancer to walk the lands of thyr. Life and Death belong to me.” Whatever this thing is, whatever life he has, all that he is belongs to me, because necromancers may be known for their death magic, but our domain is over life itself, and this fucker is not life incarnate. I am, even if it’s a cowl I’ve never worn.

A rumbling growl echoes through the room, and the lion speaks with the voice of an ancient, powerful force. “Death is merely the absence of Life, but here there is no room for a void. You and yours are not full enough to remain; we will add your life to our fullness so there will no longer be an absence. You are not enough, Prince Lawton of Fasgard.”

“You are nothing at all,” I reply as the life magic in the room swells and the heat returns. “Nothing but an imposter.”

“Show us, then,” he challenges, letting loose a mighty roar that shakes the very ground and hits me with magic powerful enough to knock me to my knees.

I slam a ward up—I don’t even have to draw the border. The lines of the array burn in my mind’s eye and I flood them with magic pulled through Berklak, protecting my party from the attack.

Berklak pants beside me, also on his knees, but the limp hand sprawled between us catches me off guard. I turn to find Frost, Tavia, Nell, and Armus laid flat and unconscious with a mere thread of life keeping their souls tethered to their bodies. They’re so close to death a whisper could push them over, and yet I don’t sense death on them at all. The only thing I sense anywhere near us is life, and it’s wrong. So, so wrong.

The lion roars again and the ward trembles under the attack. Beside me Berklak falls and Darian hits the floor, both men’s tether to life taken to the brink in a single moment. Worse, Frost loses her tether completely. She’s gone. Dead, and still I sense only life.

Inghram helps me to my feet, gripping my arm hard enough to ground me. “Shall we see what happens when we mix the magic of the gods?” he suggests, seething with righteous anger.

Fury fills me as the lion roars once more. His magic pulls on the threads of life around me, cutting past my ward like it doesn’t exist, and that’s enough. I clasp Inghram’s hand and open wide the floodgates of magic that Berklak provides me. Inghram tosses his magic into a spell and Sepferel’s curse interferes. The magic serpentines with mine as I create an array of death in a twenty meter radius from me. Sepferel’s curse morphs the magic that would pull the life right out of every living thing beyond my protection ward, changing it… somehow.

I release the cast and the life filling the cats is yanked out of all of them except the lion. I pull that life into my hands and distribute it to my friends, filling them with it until their bodies are overflowing with so much life. Too much.

A typhoon springs into existence around us, drenching us in its fury, but the raging storm brings with it protection and noise. When the lion roars, his attack has no effect on any of us—we can’t hear him and his magic is weak. Sepferel’s curse gives us power.

Well done, Sepferel.

My friends crowd around me; Berklak and Inghram surround me on each side with the rest filling up the space beside me. The lion rears back, bringing his massive paw up to take a swipe at me, but Berklak is right there with his war hammer, and Inghram with his broadsword, and the paw that would have slashed us is hammered to the floor and dismembered by the barbarian and the paladin who love me.

Filled with life, filled with death, filled with the relentlessly powerful, infinite overabundance of magic, I give myself to it and take away from the lion the mantle of life that he thought belonged to him. “Life, like death, is mine,” I murmur to him as the array of death pulses with my magic again and pulls the lion’s surplus of life right out of his skin.

The lion falls and his life fills me to the brim. Life incarnate. I am all that is. All that will be. No one dies without my leave, and no one lives without the same. Life pulses all around me, and I see. I see more than I ever have. I lived but I was never alive like I should have been, swarmed by death and surrounded by the limitations of my own prejudices. Life. I never considered the possibilities.

Oh Frost. You were dead, and then I filled the body, but I never recalled the soul. My friend. Return to thyr. The aethyr cannot have you yet. Return to me. There you are. Well done.

“Law.”

All these guardians. They lived to keep the goddess alive. To project her powers while she could not control them. They existed as an extension of her. Of course they were full of life. The goddess had surrounded herself with cold and death and the only way to trap her was with warmth and life. They lost their way, saturated by divine magic for a thousand years—they became more than they were ever meant to be and lost their purpose. But still, they need to live so that Kadyra’s divine power can manifest in the world. They can’t stay here, as they have been. They must leave. They must go out and do the work Kadyra would do if she wasn’t trapped by her own fury.

Life to the guardians. I command them now. The raskar, the house cats, the lynx, and the big cats. All of them, alive.

They can’t stay here. Go out and take vengeance to the world. Take the will of the goddess out from here. She needs to rest, but her power must be fulfilled. Go.

The cats scatter.

“Law. My love. Law!”

The lion’s fur. How did my hands get tangled in it? When? It doesn’t matter. He exists for a purpose, but he lost his way—he led the guardians astray because he became too much, too full. I push life into him, just enough, not too much, not as much as he had before. Just the right amount. I recall the soul of the beast, Come to me, come back! You belong here still. There you are. Good, good. Yes.

The lion’s breath washes over me, and I give him purpose. Guard her, send the guardians out, show the world the goddess exists and cares. She loves her people. She will avenge them. Send them out and keep her safe.

The lion remembers now why he exists. Life, but not to stop death. Life to make death sweet for the goddess and for those who call upon her.

“Come back to me, my sweet little necromancer.”

The array that Benilon created is degrading. Time is the culprit, nothing but time. Too much life pulled into it constantly with no outlet. It’s on the verge of imploding under the pressure. That is why life pressed on me, why it was so heavy. Such an easy fix. Why did Benilon leave it so dangerously?

Because he wanted his wife to escape. Of course. I would do the same for Berklak.

My magic stabilizes the array, and I draw in a few more curves and spikes to give it better purpose. The goddess will awaken some day, but when she does, her fury will be expended. That is what she’s always needed: an outlet. I give her one. She’ll awaken some day, and then Benilon can grovel, as he should.

Even gods do stupid things.

“Come back, Law. You fixed it. Return to me, my love.”

“So much life,” I whimper. Too much. Over much.

“Give it to me.”

My anchor.

Of course.

Here you are, my love. Here is all the excess. Can you take it from me?
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Lawton moves like his feet will never touch the ground again. He floats from corpse to corpse, bringing life back where he had taken it out. He gives the lion purpose, and then floats out of the chamber with the goddess and fixes the blindingly bright array keeping her trapped. He exists between thyr and aethyr, in the veil. Touching him is like trying to hold a mist. It’s worrying, and no matter how many times I ask him to come back to me, he floats to the next chore.

The light from the array dims to normal levels, and I know he’s finished it. “Come back, Law. You fixed it. Return to me, my love.”

His face, blank and radiant as he worked, crumbles with pain. “So much life.”

“Give it to me.” I can take it. I can handle it. I’m his anchor, literally here to ground him.

The rush of pain stops and the flow of magic reverses, and then it hurts as he fills me with his excess, but I’m a null and the magic flows into me, but with nowhere to land, it leaves again, dispersed back into the aethyr.

Lawton drops to the floor, and I catch him, hauling him into my arms and holding him close. The scrape of the magic pulled through me stops, the pain of it disappears, and my lovely little necromancer falls unconscious, but I sense he’s unhurt, just exhausted from the use of so much magic. He’ll soon be back to the sunny, beautiful necromancer I’ve fallen in love with.

I return with him to the chamber of the sleeping goddess where Armus, Inghram and Darian stand in a half circle, hands linked over Tavia and Frost who’re in each other’s arms, holding tight to each other after Lawton turned Frost first into a zombie, and then into a wight before finally resurrecting her fully. Those were some very tense minutes, and if we never have to experience that kind of horror ever again, we will all be very relieved.

Frost reaches up when she sees me and Lawton, pulling me down to kneel with her and Tavia. The women move to include us in their hug, and I exhale a long sigh of relief knowing that they’re not upset with Lawton for the zombie thing. That could have gotten awkward.

After a few minutes to recover our equilibrium, Darian eventually pulls us all to our feet and points back toward the door.

Armus huffs a laugh. “Time to loot the temple. We’ve fucking earned our treasure.”

Lawton stirs with Armus’ laugh and groans softly, snuggling into my chest. “But why did we have to wait? I feel like I’ve been trampled by a stampede of the king’s horses.”

“Because taking treasure before we’ve earned it almost always leads to cursed treasure,” Nell replies sympathetically.

I nod solemnly. “It’s true. I have a ring of shielding that I’ve been carrying around for fifty years because I looted it before I solved the puzzle that would have opened the box where it was stored. I just hammered the back of the box open. It turned out that solving the puzzle was essential to being able to attune to the ring. Now the damn thing is cursed. I put it into my backpack and I can see it there, but because it doesn’t belong to me and I can’t solve the puzzle that would have given me ownership over it, it basically just takes up space without my even being able to grasp it. It’s a very annoying curse. I have a ring in my inventory that I can’t even touch. I can’t sell it, I can’t drop it, I can’t grab it. It just exists. I’ve changed backpacks every few years, and it always transfers with the rest of my equipment, but I can’t do anything with it. Cursed treasure is the worst.”

Lawton laughs softly, rubbing his face into my leather vest. “I’ll look at it when we get home. I bet I can uncurse it.”

I lift him up high enough to kiss his hair, completely adoring my little man. “Thank you.”

Once we get to the rooms with the treasure, Lawton summons the wagon and immediately conks back out. I leave him on the driver’s bench and help load the treasure into the wagon. Unsurprisingly, there’s a special magical item for each of us, including Nell. Frost gets a special belt for her daggers that keeps them magically sharp, Tavia gets a powerful bow that deals fire damage, Inghram gets a necklace of shielding, Armus acquires a magical hat that boosts his charisma, Darian takes a hemp rope that turns into a snake when he wants it to, and Nell gets a pair of gauntlets that improve his skill with his sword.

My treasure turns out to be a cup that attunes to me in a matter of seconds and lets me know that it will provide an endless supply of whatever drink I put in it, so I better like what I choose. As soon as I get home, I’m going to fill it up with my favorite dwarven mead, and then I’m never going to run out of it. I’m so damn excited by this that waiting six weeks to make the journey home might actually incite my rage. Patience may not be my most prominent virtue when it comes to mead.

When we’re done packing up the wagon, and we’ve divided Nell’s loot out (we include a couple of bags of coin for Fuin and Iago), I wake Lawton up long enough for him to banish the wagon, and then I carry him back up to the surface. He’s out for now, but I don’t mind keeping him safe while he recovers. He saved the world; no one’s going to begrudge him sleeping it off.

***

The morning light after a big quest always seems extra bright, unless it’s blocked out by a crazy druid with a smile wider than the grinning moon.

“Half-orcs with rumbling hunger should wake up for breakfast,” Fayçon tells me, holding up a basket that drips red liquid onto my forehead.

I push him back and roll away from Lawton, sitting up as the haze of sleep clears off. Instead of answering him, I tilt the basket toward me, finding an assortment of fresh fruit, red berries, and eggs inside the basket.

I slow blink, getting my bearings, and point to the smoldering coals of the fire. “Boil the eggs,” I tell him before rubbing my face.

The rest of the party is slowly waking up, except for Lawton, who remains asleep until I rouse him enough to drag him to the edge of the clearing to piss. Once he’s done, he snaps a spell to clean us up and promptly falls back to sleep. I’d be worried except he’s waking to take care of business, so I know he’s ok, just exhausted. Darian thinks it’s going to take him a week to recover, and that’s ok. Slightly worrisome, but still ok.

Fayçon serves us all bowls of fruit with hard boiled eggs, talking as we eat. “My friends thank you. They are hidden again. Happy to protect the queen.”

I suppose that means the dragons aren’t returning to thyr until Kadyra wakes up, and that’s…

Well, being one of the few people alive who’ve ever slain a dragon is going to be completely awesome.

“Berklak the dragon slayer.”

“Berklak the Barbarian of the Dragon Slaying Beefcake Brigade,” Armus responds immediately. “Our song is going to be epic!”
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“What do you mean there wasn’t a magical item in the treasury for me?” I demand. I didn’t even think about it until I saw Berklak’s new cup as he was unpacking his things into our new suite in the palace. My father finally moved me into the proper rooms for a married prince.

Adama threw a royal fit about my getting a whole family suite, but my eldest sister, Haughney, shut that down with a very precise, “He is a prince of Fasgard; he should have been in a family suite since he turned forty.” I don’t think the heir to the throne of Fasgard said that because she likes me; I think she said that because she was probably trying to avoid a scandal. Appearances and all that.

The rest of the Beefcake Brigade is living in the other rooms of my family suite since I consider them part of my family. I assured my father that Tavia and Frost had no interest in men before he allowed me to have them as part of my family (because I can’t have female consorts because of the risk of pregnancy), and now it’s going to be easy to regrow Armus’ tail before we set off for Omgranokk to visit Berklak’s homeland. We don’t have to go so he can pay us all back for the mead, but we’re going to go anyway because we want to see his home, and he wants to introduce me to his parents.

“We found something for everyone, but there was nothing for you. Did you really need a magical item? You know how to make your own, and you can get any material you need. Plus, you got more gold than the rest of us to make up for it.”

I now have enough wealth to rival that of any of my siblings, and since my father insisted on the kingdom owning the lightning stones, we are all ridiculously wealthy.

Still, I pout at my barbarian orc. “Sometimes it’s just nice to have an awesome magical item that someone put their effort into.”

“You have me. I’ve put a lot of effort into me, and so did Erklak, and so did all my trees. A lot of effort has gone into this,” he waves his hands over his body.

“I have to admit, you are pretty magical.” He is the most magical null alive. Although he does trigger wild magic every time he rages, which is a side effect of our bond. So far it’s been fun figuring out what kinds of wild magic effects he sets off when he rages.

Berklak’s hands land on my hips and he pulls me in close, leaning down to lick into my mouth, kissing me like I’m the very air in his lungs.

So fucking full of life. It’s a heady thing, kissing him, consuming the same air, needing him the way I do. He’s everything, and even if I didn’t get some trinket on my big adventure, I got him. My barbarian orc.

Read on for a note from Jennifer and a sneak peek of Never Feed the Crows
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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading the final chapter of I Went on an Adventure and All I Got Was This Barbarian Orc. I hope you enjoyed this epic crack fantasy adventure. I loved writing it!

Inghram rolled a Nat 20 when he killed the dragon, and poor Frost rolled a 1 when she was trying to survive the lion, which is why she died. I was rolling the effects every time Inghram used his magic, and he actually got himself a wish that he never used. That’s going to hang around until he someday says, “I wish…” and then whatever it is is going to happen. He doesn’t even know he has one, so that’ll be fun. *giggle*

Have you ever been playing a video game and you do something cheaty and end up causing a glitch that fucks you over? Well, that’s why the Beefcake Brigade didn’t loot the treasure until they earned it. I don’t know how many times I’ve decided to go get an item before triggering the quest for it and ended up breaking my game. Cursed treasure is the worst! *lol*

I hope you enjoyed this story as much as I enjoyed writing it, and I would appreciate it if you said so with a rating or in a review! Those two things tell Amazon’s algorithm that my books are worth recommending to readers, and it helps me out so much. Let me tell you how much it helps me. Every time I try to pay for ads with Amazon, my day-to-day sales drop by eighty percent because Amazon stops recommending my books to readers like you, but if I don’t mess with it, Amazon recs my books to people like you who read the same books you read. Eighty percent of my sales are because you read, rate, and review my books; that’s how important you are to me and to all indie authors. So, thank you. I am so very grateful for your support, encouragement, kindness, emails, DMs, and everything in between.

Be sure to join my newsletter if you haven’t already to get access to the extras I post on my website every so often (plus I’ve started doing biweekly serials for my newsletter subscribers). You can do that by going to my website and signing up for my newsletter at the bottom of the homepage. jennifercodyauthor.com

For the love of MM,

Jennifer Cody


(never) feed the crows blurb


Amos:

University is a strange experience, but I’ve managed to make it as weird as possible by accidentally befriending a flock of crows that like to hang out on campus. Anyone would have started feeding them if they knew how vengeful crows can be. I was worried about getting pooped on! I wasn’t going to find myself an enemy of the birds, but now I’m more like a friend. Ok, it might be more serious than that, but they’re the only creatures I can talk to about the professor on campus that I might have a teeny, tiny, itty bitty crush on, and they’re only a little judgmental about it.

Never Feed the Crows is an 18k word MM paranormal romance featuring the grumpy king of crows and his fated mate, a clumsy, sweet, shy college student who’s made friends with his murder. This was previously published as The Crow King’s Mate in Fated Mates: an MM Paranormal Romance Charity Anthology.
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It’s not that I hate college, I just don’t think I’m having the same experience as the rest of the student body.

“Rashonda swears the dude has a spotlight gig over at the Tainted Ball. Says she saw him with her own eyes in nothing but fake feathers and a thong.”

The students standing on the grass behind me stopped about ten minutes ago to gossip about a sociology professor—the professor—I had last semester (I don’t know if I believe them about the gossip). They startled the crows that had gathered around me when they came up, but five of the birds have returned from the trees, realizing that the students aren’t going to bother them and they might lose out on their snacks if they don’t come back.

I toss them a handful of the mix of healthy-for-crows foods from the container I keep it in. I mix it up myself, and trust me, I know how ridiculous it is that half of my food budget goes to feeding the crows that hang out on campus.

It started because I heard that crows remember faces, and I didn’t want to accidentally be one of the faces that crows remember because of a bad experience, and since I was new on campus and there was a whole massive flock of the big birds, I decided to throw them some snacks so they would think of me as a good human. I couldn’t imagine a more embarrassing thing than getting shit on for being a shitty human, and I panicked.

I started feeding them some cheap dog food, and it escalated to nuts, and then I’d bring them my healthy leftovers like eggs and fish. Honestly, I don’t even know how it happened, but one day I realized that I spent more time feeding the crows than I did with actual humans, and then some of the crows started following me around—

And now I’m that weird student who got adopted by a couple of crows, and everyone who sees me knows who I am, and if they don’t, they get freaked out by my friends. Because my friends have black feathers and fly in circles around me everywhere I go and post up as sentries outside of any building I enter.

“Hey, Amos.” Brigs flops onto the bench next to me, grabs a handful of the snack mix and tosses it onto the grass for my crows. He’s my roommate and the only person willing to interact with me outside of group assignments and study sessions.

“Hey,” I echo back, tossing the rest of the snack mix onto the grass and closing the lid.

“How’re the omens of death?” he asks as he manspreads to take up literally the rest of the bench seat.

“Still just hungry pests who don’t want to go hunt for their own supper.” I roll my eyes and push his knee away from me as the crows start cawing and hopping around my feet with zero compunction about begging for the food I literally just gave them. “All gone guys,” I sigh, shaking my head at these ridiculous birds.

“Caught any deadly diseases lately? Bubonic plague?” Brigs questions, scanning me like he’s going to see some kind of black blisters developing on my skin. Sometimes I can’t tell if he’s joking or not.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I snort, grabbing up my backpack and standing. “C’mon, let's go get lunch before the rest of the student body descends on the cafeteria.”

Brigs stands with me, scattering the crows, though they only give him about eight feet of space. He follows me toward the campus cafeteria, and above us the two crows that have taken it upon themselves to escort me today fly in lazy circles.

I wouldn’t admit this aloud, but I’ve given all the crows that I recognize names that kind of match their name-calls. The two above me are Cawndy Cawne and Coo Clawset (Candy Cane and Clue Closet) because when the other crows call them by their crow names it kind of sounds like those names. Yes, crows do in fact have unique names—at least that’s what the internet says, and once I learned that little crow fact, I started listening to see if I could hear the names. I’ve figured out seven of the name calls so far.

When I find myself alone, I’ve started practicing mimicking those names, and if I ever get confident enough, I might try calling them by name. It would be cool to be able to say I can crow call. Not that I would ever say that to anyone. Ever. Gawd, how embarrassing would that be?

“Oh hey, Bella invited me to go home with her for spring break, so I won’t be here like I said I would be,” Brigs mentions as we enter the food court.

There are a bunch of little franchises where students can spend their meal plan or a buffet style cafeteria, which is where Brigs and I go. He can put away at least three full plates of food every time we sit down to eat. He’s a jock, so I’m not surprised.

He’s the reason his parents' food budget tripled when he got into high school. He felt bad about that, so he got a part time job as soon as he could and gave all the money to his mom for groceries. That fact about him is the reason we’re sort of friends. I decided that a guy who would get a job to help his parents feed him was good people, no matter that he calls the crows omens of death.

We stand in line for less than five minutes, swiping our lunch cards to get into the cafeteria, then separate to get our lunches. He always goes through the entire selection, whereas I tend to get the fish on offer and a hearty salad. I like variety; I’m just comfortable with the routine I’ve created over the last two years at this school.

As I finish drizzling dressing over my salad, one of the many bodies crowding the cafeteria bumps into me, knocking the ladle out of my hand and onto the floor. My eyes bug out when someone else kicks the spoon and another person—the professor—steps on it, both breaking it and slipping on it, falling backwards into the line to get ice cream. My face turns beet red when suddenly the crowd of students all zero in on me as the guy who just caused a ruckus.

“Sorry!” I squeak and quickly grab my tray, booking it out to the dining room, heading straight for the table I always sit at, tucked into a discreet corner and out of the way of everyone else. It’s a wonky table with a short leg. No one likes sitting at it, which makes it perfect for me—I know it’s always going to be open.

I bury my face into a napkin, willing away the heat of my embarrassment. My brain, being the absolute asshole that it is, decides that it needs to relive everything that just happened twelve million times. I try not to hyperventilate as I let the misery of the event drown me in shame. While I’m attempting to get past the initial shock (trust me, this will haunt me for at least a month), the table jostles and Brigs sets his tray down, sitting across from me.

When he doesn’t say anything, I assume he saw me basically throw a ladle onto the floor and cause the professor to nearly concuss himself. I peek over the napkin to see if he’s judging me as much as I am, but startle when the person sitting across from me isn’t Brigs.

He’s an ageless thirty-five to sixty years old, and who knows where he lands on that twenty-five year spread? Elbow length black hair falls around him in tight, shiny spirals, framing a square-ish face with a neatly trimmed beard and thick eyebrows over curly lashes and nearly black eyes. His dark skin shines with health and vitality, and his lips—soft, full, and hitched to the side in a curious purse—glisten with glittery lip gloss.

“Sorry, Dr. Bloom,” I squeak, crushing the napkin in my hand as a bolt of desire cramps my stomach.

“I didn’t figure you threw the ladle on purpose,” he replies, picking up his fork.

“S-someone bumped me,” I admit, face flaming. “Did I hurt you?”

“Of course not,” he snorts, stabbing his salmon steak. “Are you ok?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I deflect, swallowing the excess saliva that watching him eat causes to pool in my mouth. I jerk my eyes away, hiding my reaction to this man by staring at the food on my plate.

He answers, “Because someone bumped into you hard enough to send a spoon flying across the cafeteria.”

“Oh.”

I swallow again and glance up just in time to see Brigs spot the professor, turn on his heels, and abandon me to my fate. I can’t even be mad, because Dr. Bloom is literally the hottest/scariest professor on campus. He’s also known as the most ruthless professor on campus because he gives no second chances and his tests are notoriously difficult to pass, much less ace. I barely scraped an A in his Intro to Poli-Sci, and I think I was the top grade in the class.

“Um. I’m unhurt.” That’s the truth, even if I’m drowning in embarrassment with a side of completely inappropriate lust—so embarrassment doubled.

“That’s something at least,” Dr. Bloom growls, causing another wave of uncontrollable desire to slide up my spine.

I stare down at my salmon, mangling it with my fork instead of eating. I’m going to end up feeding it to the crows instead of myself. My face heats again, and gawd, it would be nice if all that blood filling my stupid penis would at least do something useful like making sure my cheeks didn’t also fill with heat and turn red. Unfortunately I can’t be that lucky; I get a boner and beet red cheeks and ears.

“What did the salmon do to you?” Dr. Bloom questions, tapping his fork against the lip of my tray.

I cringe and the embarrassment renews as the conflict of arousal (because his voice does things to me) and shame (because he’s my professor) battle it out inside me. If the universe wanted to open the ground up to swallow me right now, I wouldn’t even fight my fate. I’d go into the earth willingly.

“I just suddenly can’t find my appetite,” I squeak out.

He arches one of those thick eyebrows at me, frowning as he stares at me. “Try.”

My dick pulses at that single word. There’s a reason I’ll never sign up for another one of this man’s classes. I almost died every time I had to spend an hour in his class listening to him lecture. His listen-and-obey voice makes me want to hump him, and that makes me want to run away, but the order glues me to my seat, and somehow I manage to scoop up some salad and get it into my face.

As long as I don’t look at him, it seems I can eat the salad. When he reaches over and pushes the torn apart salmon on top of my salad, I even manage to get some protein in me. Fortunately for my ability to eat, he eats the rest of his lunch in silence, and it’s awkward, but it’s way less awkward than if he tried to talk to me while I was chewing. Gawd, I’d probably end up choking. I’d end up in the ER because Dr. Bloom’s voice is made for audio smut.

Death would be preferable. Hands down. I do not want to have to explain to some random doctor why I choked on salad.

As soon as the last bite is gone, fully swallowed, I set my fork down and look up to find Dr. Bloom staring at me over an empty plate. “Are you planning to take any more of my classes?” he asks, pulling my tray away.

He sets my full glass of milk on the table, stacks our plates and trays, and waves at the milk. “Go on.”

I reach for it and drink it all down in one go, staring awkwardly into his black eyes. Oh my gawd, why am I looking at him while I’m drinking? Why am I like this? Should I look away? The milk’s almost gone, so there’s no point, right? I’ll just look away when it’s gone. How long has it been gone? Why am I sucking on an empty glass like it’s going to magically have more milk in it?

I drop the empty glass like I physically cannot hold it anymore, but before it can shatter on the table top, Dr. Bloom catches it and casually just sets it on his tray like I’m not a complete disaster about everything all the time.

I groan and drop my head onto the table. “Please just go, Dr. Bloom. I think I’m in danger of actually maiming you.” Or me. Probably me.

“Tch,” Dr. Bloom scoffs. “Answer my question.”

“No, sir. I think another semester in your class would actually kill me,” I blurt like I don’t have a filter. What is wrong with me? Seriously. Why am I like this?

“Then call me Corvin. I prefer it,” he orders me as he stands with our trays. “And don’t be late for your next class. It’s one fifty-two.”

Panic moves me faster than my embarrassment can freeze me. I grab my backpack and run out of the cafeteria, hollering over my shoulder, “Thanks for lunch!” even though it was the worst lunch I’ve had since high school.

At least I don’t still have a boner.

Read more HERE
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