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Drip, drip drip.

Henrik ran his thick fingers through his short black hair and tried not to let the sound drive him insane. That was probably what they wanted, after all. If prisoners lost their minds, they would be a lot easier to deal with. A quick slice with a knife, a body dumped in the river. He wasn’t right in the head, the constable would say. We’re not sure what happened.

The dungeons in the city of Selfoss felt as old as time itself. Simple in design, just cold stone floors, walls, and ceilings with thick steel bars at the front of each cell, the centuries had slowly worn at them, creating leaks and drafts and making them the epitome of discomfort.

Henrik shifted where he sat, trying to lean against the wall to get some rest. His heavily muscled shoulders provided a bit of cushion, but not nearly enough. The stone was unforgiving, without even a smooth patch to rest his head against. That was also probably by design.

For two days he had sat in this cell with barely enough food and water and only a bucket sharing the area. It wasn’t emptied often, either. The guard had laughed when he told him that the slop buckets were only emptied when they were full.

Henrik couldn’t help but feel this must be a posting for the worst of soldiers. Selfoss had a strong army, just like every other city, but the scumbags that worked as guards down here seemed like the worst of the leftovers. Fat stomachs, rust pitting their weapons, unshaven, undisciplined, and cruel. Of course, that could also have been by design. Why keep the best soldiers in a hole like this? No need for people to treat the prisoners with honor.

He finally found a somewhat flat place to lean his head and let his eyes fall closed. As exhausted as he was, he felt the heavy blanket of sleep start to fall over him almost immediately.

Dreams came quickly to him, and with the dreams, regret. Henrik had always had high aspirations and quick fingers, which resulted in him being a rather successful thief, especially impressive for a man of his large size.

Those quick fingers had earned him quite a pile of money, which sat now in an iron-bound chest in the basement of his small house on the southern side of Selfoss. Fat lot of good it did him, sitting in a cell like this. Ambition had been his downfall. Or, perhaps greed was a better word.

Ever since he was a child he had heard of the riches in Duke Ardun’s palace. Everyone knew the man was as rich as a person could be, even more so than the king of Etrea himself. Of course, with a fortune like that, Ardun had enough guards that it almost seemed like a personal army. And they were well-paid, so they took their job seriously. As such, Duke Ardun’s palace was probably the most difficult place to break into in the entire city.

Henrik’s mind was even sharper than his dagger, so after two weeks of studying the palace and the guard patrols, he set off to prove himself as one of the best thief in the city. He actually managed to bypass many of the guards—two had to be knocked out with a blow to the back of the head, there had been no way around it—and was sneaking out with his purse filled with gold when he was caught. He fought valiantly, but was quickly overwhelmed and tied up. His face was still a mass of bruises.

It was customary to leave thieves in the dungeons for three days, for them to think on their crimes and for their accusers to have time to settle their emotions. At the end of that period, they were hauled before a judge, where they were given a sham trial. After that, they would usually have their right hand cut off, unless the judge was feeling particularly compassionate, or in rare cases the accuser would retract their charges and request a lesser punishment.

But Duke Ardun was not a kind man, not even in the slightest. Henrik knew what he was in for. When he woke, he would be hauled in front of the judge and most likely sentenced to death. He had seen a lot of excitement in his twenty-five years, but they were coming to an end.

A loud clanging snapped Henrik awake. He glared at a passing guard, who gave a wheezing laugh as he banged a short club against the bars of the cell. The bastards were just dead set on making this as unpleasant as possible. Henrik tried to put the sack of lard out of his mind and leaned his head back against the wall. Even just a few more minutes of sleep would help take the edge off of his exhaustion.

“It’s time, Jalen,” the fat guard said. The sound of heavy keys rattling and the loud clunk of the gate being unlocked kept Henrik from falling back asleep.

“Please, it was all a big mistake!” Jalen cried. “I’ll sell myself into his service. I’ll do whatever it takes, just don’t take my hand!”

Henrik winced at the sound of the club striking flesh and Jalen’s resulting cries. The guard just laughed.

“I guess you need some more encouragement then, eh?” the guard asked.

“No, stop!” Jalen pleaded. “I’ll go, I’ll go.”

Moments later he was limping along the path in front of the cells, clutching at a split scalp. He turned and saw Henrik sitting there and his face brightened.

“Henrik!” he exclaimed. “You can tell them. I’m a good man, Henrik. Tell them! Tell them I’m no thief!”

“Accept your fate with some dignity,” Henrik muttered.

The guard struck Jalen in the back with his club, sending him down the hallway. Jalen cried out and scrambled along, trying to stay out of the guard’s reach.

Henrik leaned his head against the stone and closed his eyes again. He knew enough of Jalen to know the man was a rotten apple. Jalen was a coward, and preferred to rob women and children as there was less chance of them fighting back as opposed to a man. He had been overzealous and robbed too many too often, and a woman caught him in the act. This particular woman pulled out her belt knife and drove it into Jalen’s thigh, then ran to the city watch. Jalen was a fool, and would get what he deserved.

Besides, robbing women just didn’t sit well with Henrik. He had put his share of men in the ground, but he had never even struck a woman. That was just plain wrong in his eyes.

At least with the guard taking Jalen topside, Henrik was able to get a few minutes of sleep. As tired as he was, that few minutes seemed to pour strength back into his limbs. Chances were slim at best, but he was devising a plan to get out of these dungeons. That slob of a guard wouldn’t stand a chance.

Keeping the prisoners in a starved and exhausted state also made it hard for them to fight back. Well, they had never dealt with Henrik before. The guard was going to learn the hard way.

Several minutes went by, during which Henrik slept like the dead. When the guard returned, he ran his club along the bars of each cell, purposely being an obnoxious asshole and keeping everyone awake. Henrik was looking forward to making his move.

His hand slowly moved down to the back of his right boot. There, barely noticeable, was a notch in his heel. He dug his fingernail at it for a moment, then pulled out a hidden dagger. It wasn’t particularly large, the blade only being three inches or so, but it was razor sharp and easy to hide. He was just glad they hadn’t taken his boots. The rest of his weapons were gone, of course, but as long as he had this, he had hope. Granted, as long as he had his fists and his wits he had hope, but the blade made it easier.

“You’re next, Henrik,” the guard said, rattling his club against the bars at the front of his cell. “I can’t wait for it. They’re going to wipe that smug look off your face and hang you in public. Thieving. Murdering two men. You’re in for it.” He drew a finger across his throat and barked a coarse laugh, showing his rotten teeth.

Henrik pulled the hidden dagger the rest of the way out and hid it behind his hand, then pushed himself to his feet. His entire body ached, both from the beating the guards had given him as well as from the stone floor, but he stood straight and tall and faced the guard down.

“Feeling a bit strong-willed today, are we?” the guard asked, smacking the club against his palm. “I think we can do something about that, if need be.”

“You won’t do anything,” Henrik said quietly. “You’re just a fat coward, stuck down here because you’re not good enough to be with the rest of the soldiers.”

The guard’s eyes bulged and he grabbed at the cell door with one hand and his keys with the other. Henrik’s hand tightened on the dagger. This was his chance.

The keys rattled once, then went back to the guard’s belt. “You ain’t gonna goad me,” he said, giving a greasy smile. “I know your type. You’re planning something, ain’t you? Well, none of that with me. Be glad I don’t get the spear and start poking holes in you.”

“I almost wish you’d try,” Henrik growled. He took another step towards the gate, glaring at the guard, but the guard just laughed and continued down the hallway.

With a muttered curse, Henrik slipped the dagger back into his boot. That dagger had saved his ass on several occasions, and he was never without it. It looked like this time would be different, though. Unless he could use it when the guard tried to bring him topside for his trial.

Henrik sat back down in the corner of the cell and tried to get comfortable. That was when he would strike. He’d ram that dagger right through the guard’s throat, then take his clothes and sneak out. As long as he was quick, it would work.

Right as Henrik was falling asleep again, voices snapped him awake. These voices were different, though. Not the crude, guttural laughing of the guards, or the wheezing cries of the bruised prisoners. One of the voices actually sounded familiar, although Henrik figured that was just his tiredness making him think that.

“What in the Nine Hells are you doing to these men down here? What a disgrace,” the familiar voice said.

There was no denying it. That slightly high-pitched, coarse voice. The faint accent caused by an underbite and tusks. Surely, Henrik was going insane. He had heard stories in the past about men losing their minds from lack of sleep and always thought it a fancy, but perhaps now he was experiencing it himself.

An armored guard stepped in front of Henrik’s cell, hand resting on the hilt of his short sword. His mail armor gleamed beneath a yellow and blue tabard that covered his chest. Interestingly enough, those were Duke Ardun’s personal colors. Furthermore, his seal was on the soldier’s chest.

“So, my time has come early,” Henrik said, pushing himself to his feet again. He snatched the hidden dagger out as he straightened up and held it just out of sight. “Ardun wants to see me hang? Let’s get this over with. I haven’t got all day.”

“That’s him,” said the familiar voice again. “I’d recognize his complaining anywhere.” A second man stepped in front of Henrik’s cell.

He was a short man, especially considering his half-human, half-orc heritage. His black hair was braided and hung halfway down his back. The sloping forehead, heavy brow, and thick jaw of his orc father had been muted by the softer features of his human mother, but there was no hiding what he was, especially with the small tusks that peeked out from his bottom lip. Covering his slender frame were robes, an odd choice of clothing for a citizen of Selfoss, but then again Rasud was no ordinary citizen. The man was anything but ordinary.

“Rasud?” Henrik asked in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

The soldier in Ardun’s colors called for the guard to come over and unlock the cell. Henrik stared, barely concealing his shock, as the cell door was pushed open.

“Well?” Rasud asked, hands on his hips. “Are you coming or not?”
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Henrik stood there for a moment, dumbfounded while Rasud waited for him. He reached back and slipped the dagger into his heel and tried to cover the motion by pretending to adjust his boot. When he stood again, Rasud gave him a knowing smile.

“Good to see you haven’t changed in these past couple days,” Rasud said, glancing down at Henrik’s boot. His ruddy skin looked almost gray in the dim light. “Well, come on. We’ve got places to be.”

Henrik took a few cautious steps across his cell, but neither the guard nor the soldier raised any complaint. With a shrug, Henrik exited his cell.

The fat guard stood there next to him, keys in one hand and club in the other, a dark scowl on his face. The disappointment was clear on his face. Henrik loomed over him for a moment, a full head taller, but decided that simply leaving was the best answer. No use provoking the sack of lard.

“Don’t miss me too much,” Henrik said, winking at the guard.

“You son of a whore,” the guard growled, raising his club.

Duke Ardun’s soldier caught the guard’s wrist with one hand and left his other on his sword hilt. “No,” he said simply, although the hard look he gave the guard made the fat man swallow heavily and nod.

“Enough, come on,” Rasud said, grabbing Henrik’s arm. He passed him his sword belt, which at that time only had a long dagger on it. Henrik hadn’t brought his sword when he snuck into Ardun’s palace.

While Henrik strapped on his sword belt, the two men walked down the dark hallway with Ardun’s soldier behind them. The man gave his share of glares at Henrik, but held his tongue.

“So, are you going to explain what’s going on?” Henrik asked.

“Today is truly your lucky day,” Rasud said. “Well, technically it was yesterday. That’s when I talked to him. But today’s lucky as well.”

“Who?” Henrik asked. “Come on, out with it.”

“Duke Ardun was eager to watch you hang,” Rasud explained. “So much so that he sent his soldiers to round me up and punish me as well, even though I’d done nothing wrong. But as your accomplice, I was certainly guilty of something.” He quickly glanced over his shoulder at the soldier, who ignored him. “Simply put, he needs you.”

“You’re terrible at getting to the point, Rasud,” Henrik said.

“Oh, calm your breeches, I’m getting there,” Rasud replied. “Look, he needs something. More specifically, he needs something found, or more likely stolen. When I was dragged before him, I was smart enough to convince him that the best thief in all of Selfoss was sitting in a cell—although you and I both know I'm the best thief in the city. He was reluctant to drop charges, but I made it pretty clear that his best chance was to hire you instead of kill you.” He cleared his throat. “And of course, that meant hiring me as well.”

“Of course,” Henrik said. “Where would I be without you?” He meant it as a joke.

“Dead,” Rasud said with a shrug of his narrow shoulders. “I mean, look at your face. It’s more bruised than not.”

“Okay, I get the point,” Henrik said. “So where are you taking me now?”

“To go see the duke,” Rasud said. “He can explain things a lot better than I can. But, suffice to say, we’re going to be busy for the next few weeks.”

They turned left and climbed up a set of rough-hewn stairs that had been worn smooth by centuries of boots. Henrik had to duck beneath the curved stone ceiling. The darkness of the dungeons gave way to diffused sunlight as they reached the top of the stairs and entered a long hallway. Up here, the stone was pale gray and smoothly cut, with rich tapestries hanging on the wall between the arched windows.

“If I never smell that dungeon again, I’ll be happy,” Henrik muttered as they walked quickly down the long hallway.

“I don’t blame you,” Rasud said. “The smell that came from your cell was atrocious. What have you been eating?”

Henrik frowned at him. “Meat and dark beer,” he said flatly.

“Well, there’s your problem,” Rasud replied, his voice suddenly light. “You should try lighter fare, lots of plants and perhaps some wine. It aids digestion.”

“Oh, give over,” Henrik said.

They turned down another long hallway and Henrik’s sharp eyes weighed, measured, and valued every painting, wall hanging, and golden sconce they passed. Rasud caught him looking and gave a small shake of his head, but then laughed to himself.

“Finally,” Rasud said as they reached a large set of double doors. A soldier in heavy armor stood next to the doors and pulled one open so they could pass through. Rasud gave him a jovial greeting, and Ardun’s soldier just grunted. Henrik ignored him.

Afternoon sunlight struck Henrik in the chest and immediately warmed his stiff limbs. He wanted to stand there for a moment and soak in the sun’s rays, but the soldier behind him growled something rather unpleasant so he kept moving.

They were quite the sight, with Henrik towering over nearly other man in the area. Rasud barely came up to his shoulder, but the witchman's physical attributes had never been his strong suit. And of course, the armored soldier frowning behind them. He was just average size, but being covered in mail armor with a brightly colored tabard on his chest drew a few stares.

“So, Duke Ardun wants me to steal something for him,” Henrik muttered. “What a turn of events this is. I must have done something right in my past life.” He barked a laugh. “Can’t imagine what that could have been.”

“That way is faster,” Ardun’s soldier said from behind them.

Rasud turned down the next street, following the man’s directions. Henrik glanced at him over his shoulder.

“So, what’s your name, good man?” he asked.

“Fuck you, that’s my name,” the soldier replied without pause.

Henrik grunted. Well, he did knock two of them out, so there was bound to be some bad blood between him and the survivors. Hopefully that wouldn’t come into play in the near future.

“I would advise leaving them be,” Rasud said quietly. “And watch your tone with Ardun. I was barely able to convince him to keep you alive.”

“Noted,” Henrik said, looking around him.

Selfoss was a large city on the coast so it was always busy, day or night. People from all parts of the world arrived on large ships, whether importing goods or coming for a new life. They weren’t particularly close to the harbor district at that moment, and the direction they were walking—north—took them even further from it.

That being said, Henrik noticed piles of people with haggard eyes and dirty clothes wandering the streets. Everywhere he looked he saw them, and most lacking the tanned skin customary of the locals.

“What happened while I was in the dungeon?” Henrik asked. “The city seems filled with refugees, unless I am mistaken. I’d recognize the hollow looks in their eyes anywhere. These people are recovering from a great loss. But there’s so many.”

“Can you explain more about that?” Rasud asked over his shoulder.

The soldier muttered a few curses in Henrik’s direction before continuing in short, clipped tones. “Yeah. Refugees from Peralta. They say the city was attacked. A dragon burned everything down.”

“Dragon?” Henrik asked, stopping in the middle of the street. Several people near him gasped at the word and looked as if they wanted to flee.

“Yeah,” the soldier said, clearly annoyed at both stopping and at talking to Henrik. “A dragon showed up in Peralta and burned everything down. No one knows why, but the survivors are flooding Svalbard and Selfoss alike. The king is dead, too. Peraltan king, that is, although the Akranian king was killed in the attack too, and now they got a new one. Owyn, I think.” He looked angry with himself at having said so many words.

Henrik blinked in confusion. “A dragon attacked Peralta?” He had heard a few stories of ancient snow dragons sleeping in volcanos when he was a child, but those lived far to the north. A plethora of children’s stories told tales of valiant dragon riders, but none had been seen in centuries. It was said they disliked being near human cities and so kept to themselves to live simple lives. Down here in the city of Selfoss, people had all but forgotten about dragons.

“I don’t get it either,” the soldier said, shifting his glare from Henrik to the refugees. “I don’t believe in children’s tales, but it’s hard to say thousands of people are lying when they all tell the same story.”

“What happened to the dragon?” Henrik asked, trying to remember any stories he had heard about dragons. “The northern snow dragons are known for being vicious, right? The southern ones interacted with humans.”

Rasud nodded. “Yes, I even remember a few stories about people riding the dragons down here. Well, not quite here. A two week walk to the east, in the furthest reaches of our nation, in the mountains. The famed dragon riders of Etrea.”

“But this was a northern dragon,” Henrik continued. “So it just attacked the city? What then?”

“They say once it attacked the royal palace, it calmly flew away,” Rasud answered. “Strangest thing I’ve ever heard, I tell you. I have no explanation for it, but with all the people here, I suppose we should believe some stories are in fact reality.” He cleared his throat. “Speaking of which, Duke Ardun wants—”

“Enough,” the soldier said in a hard voice. “The duke will explain what he wants, not you. Get moving.”

They turned and kept walking, Rasud leading the way and the soldier offering the occasional shortcut using as few words as possible.

Everywhere around them, Henrik saw the same look in people’s eyes, the refugees at least. Bewilderment at what had happened and hopelessness for their future. Some families had children, who fortunately seemed to be taking the hardships better. For them, stories coming to life were probably exciting. The parents just wondered how they were going to survive.

Several people gave odd or uncomfortable stares at Rasud as he passed by, but the short man just ignored it all. He was used to being an outcast. The humans thought of him as a dirty halfbreed, and he was too small to be of any use to the orcs that lived to the east. Not that he wanted to live among those savages; they were so wary of magic that Rasud would probably terrify them.

They finally approached a massive stone wall, easily ten feet tall. A large gate stood closed in front of them, with two guards posted behind it. When the soldier behind Henrik and Rasud moved and stepped forwards, they opened the gates for them. All of the soldiers glared at Henrik as he passed through the gate.

The glares continued as they walked down a long path that bisected a beautifully sculpted garden. Every soldier Henrik saw gave him a hard look in return. Henrik had to remind himself that not only had he killed two of them, he stole past their supposedly tight security and proved them inadequate.

The palace loomed before them. It was a massive building of pale stone that stood four stories tall and dwarfed everything else in the region. Armed men patrolled the area, many more than Henrik remembered seeing in the month he studied their movements. Apparently they had upped their security since he proved it hadn’t been enough.

“He’s waiting,” a soldier standing next to the massive front door said.

He pulled the door open as they approached, and spat on the ground right in front of Henrik, some of it catching his boot. Henrik knew he wouldn’t last a minute against all these men, so he simply smiled at the man, which served to further infuriate him. Good.

Once inside, a servant in Ardun’s livery gave a brief bow that almost served to hide his contempt for them. He led them through the mazelike hallways that were even more elaborate than what Henrik had seen in the royal palace.

The servant stopped before a large door of carved wood and turned to them.

“You are about to address Duke Ardun,” he intoned. “Show respect at all times and speak when spoken to. Do you understand?”

They both nodded.

The servant’s lips tightened as if he were dissatisfied with that response, and turned back to the door. He turned the handle and pulled it open.

“The duke will see you now,” he said.
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Henrik and Rasud glanced at each other before entering. Rasud went first, walking down a long blue carpet that led to the center of the room, where a large chair had been placed. The chair looked suspiciously like a throne, but then again everyone always said Duke Ardun had more money than the king. For that matter, people often said he was the real power in this city.

Duke Ardun sat in the chair, his back as straight as an arrow and his nose haughtily in the air. Even sitting it was apparent he was a tall man, perhaps as tall as Henrik if not nearly as broad of shoulder. His dark hair was slicked back and nearly reached his shoulders. A short beard covered his chin, black like his hair but heavily peppered with gray. While the years had placed lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth, the dark eyes that followed Henrik as he approached were hard as diamonds.

“So,” Duke Ardun said. “I finally get to meet you.” He leaned forward slightly in his chair, looking Henrik up and down. “Forgive me if I say I’m not impressed.”

Henrik looked down at his clothes, filthy from two days in the dungeons. He picked at the bottom edge of his tunic. “This isn’t really my color, you know. I prefer blue.”

A guard quickly approached, his fist balled up, but the duke stopped him with a quick motion of his hand. The guard stepped back, clearly disappointed at not being allowed to punch Henrik.

Duke Ardun stared at Henrik for a moment, completely ignoring Rasud when he stood next to him. Henrik merely stood there, his thumbs casually hooked behind his sword belt. Not a single bit of nervousness showed on his face, but inside his heart pounded. At a single word, this duke could have his head.

“At least you’re bold,” Duke Ardun said, finally leaning back in his chair. He tapped his lip thoughtfully for a moment before speaking again. “Your accomplice here says you’re the best thief in the city. Is that true?”

Henrik looked around for a moment, at the guards that glared at him. Rasud was a far better thief than him, but he had to convince this duke. He jerked a thumb at the guards surrounding him. “I’m the only one to ever get by them. Well, most of them. I think that explains enough.”

“Yes, yes,” Ardun said, pursing his lips. “Rasud makes you sound like you could steal the fingernails from a god without him noticing.”

Henrik had no clue how to respond to that. He just knew he wasn’t here for endless prattling. “So, what do you have for us?”

Duke Ardun’s face began to twist into a faint sneer before he caught himself. Apparently he didn’t care for Henrik being the one to change the topic.

“What do you know of dragons?” he asked.

Henrik thought for a moment. After his conversation with Rasud and the guard earlier, more memories floated to the surface, but his knowledge was still thin.

“Dragons,” he began. “Legendary creatures, nearly impossible to kill. The northern snow dragons were known for their violence, and sometimes destroyed entire cities, as events in Peralta have reminded us. The dragons to the south disliked the chaos of living near humans, but they did interact with them at times. I don’t think anyone has heard from them in hundreds of years.”

“Your knowledge is better than most,” Duke Ardun said. “Yet still incomplete. Yes, the northern snow dragons are a particularly vicious lot. It is believed only one remains; or perhaps there are more, but they slumber beneath a hundred feet of snow, refusing to interact with the world. Some say the snow dragons can’t stand each other and fight until only one is left. Word on the street is that Peralta was completely destroyed, and the dragon was not harmed even in the slightest.”

Henrik avoided telling him to get to the point, but just barely.

“The southern dragons were different, much different,” Duke Ardun continued. “Nearly as capable as the snow dragons, but with a mild temperament, as least as dragons go. They were known for not only interacting with humans, but bonding with them on rare occasions.”

“Bonding?” Henrik asked.

Duke Ardun nodded. “They would bond with a person of their choosing. That person received extra strength, and magical abilities beyond what you could imagine. It also extended their life, doubled it even. The dragons are essentially immortal, so they wanted their riders to enjoy long lives. That’s what they were, the people they bonded with. Dragon riders.”

“I haven’t heard that one before,” Henrik said.

“Most stories about dragons focus on how destructive they are, or how they are nearly impossible to kill. Few tell of the people that bonded with them and rode them like horses. Women, most of them. Something about the male temperament didn’t sit well with the dragons, I suppose. There hasn’t been a male dragon rider in two thousand years. It was said our southern dragons used to fight against great evils and keep the realm safe for all, but those days are long gone.

“Being so long-lived, dragons lay very few eggs. A dragon egg is perhaps the rarest thing you could imagine. It is a grand event when one comes into existence. The entire world feels it.”

Henrik’s lips twisted at that. He certainly didn’t feel a thing except Duke Ardun’s guards beating him senseless and tying him up a few days ago.

“The magical world feels it, you ignorant mule,” Duke Ardun snapped. “My wizard told me just a week ago that one of the dragons had in fact laid an egg. It has now matured enough that wizards all over the land can sense it.”

“Wait, hold on,” Henrik said. “My apologies, Duke, but I’m still having trouble accepting that stories I heard as a child are real. So one of the dragons has laid an egg? I’m hoping this is one of the southern dragons.”

“Of course it is,” he said. “There is no comparison to the amount of power held within a dragon egg. Some scholars wondered which was more powerful; the egg, or the dragon itself once hatched.” His eyes focused on Henrik. “You will steal this egg for me.”

Henrik blinked. “Um. I’m sorry, did you say you want me to steal a dragon egg?”

“I dislike repeating myself,” Duke Ardun said in a threatening tone. “You will steal this egg and bring it back to me, intact. If you’re the best thief in the entire nation as Rasud said, it should be no problem.”

“Trying to steal a dragon egg is a death sentence,” Henrik said.

“Refusing me is an even quicker one,” the duke replied.

Henrik’s frown returned. At the very least, he could agree to do this and then flee. But where would he go? To the north, Peralta had been destroyed by a dragon. Svalbard, the nearest city, was a possibility but it was too close; he would be found in no time. Further west, Whiteridge had suffered under a weak king and a group of sorcerers that had tried to take over the city. It seemed the whole world was falling apart.

He felt himself being backed into a corner, and he didn’t like it. His choice was simple; serve Ardun or die. Or, serve Ardun and die.

“Don’t say something you’ll regret,” Rasud whispered. “This is your only chance to escape the hangman’s noose.”

Henrik took a deep breath. “So you want me to travel far to the east, through the orc wastes, and steal a dragon egg. Fine. When should I leave?”

The duke’s face slowly changed into a smile that was just as unpleasant as the rest of the man. “You will see my armorer, Petrus, on your way out. He will ensure you are sufficiently armed and shielded. After that, you will talk to Colbert, one of my servants. He will set you both up with horses and food for your journey. My wizard will speak with you and give you information on the dragons. You will leave immediately and return with haste once you have the egg.”

The duke placed both hands on the arms of his thronelike chair and leaned forwards. “And don’t let any thoughts of escaping cross your mind. One of my soldiers will be going with you. I believe you’ve already met Tobias. He will make sure you stay the line, and he has instructions to remove your head if he suspects you are thinking of fleeing.”

“He’s going to slow us down,” Henrik growled. “He’ll slow us down and get us caught when we cross the wastes. It’s Rasud and I or nothing.”

“Wrong,” Ardun said, a greasy smile spreading across his face. “You forget that you aren’t here to make a deal. You are here to do what I say or face the hangman.”

Henrik’s mouth tightened. He hated it, but the duke was right. He couldn’t really argue if he wanted to keep his head attached to his shoulders.

“Don’t fight it,” Rasud whispered. “We can do this.”

Henrik looked over at his friend, then back to Duke Ardun. Slowly, he nodded. “So be it. But I need food and a bath. A good night’s sleep wouldn’t hurt, either. Give me tonight to clean up and recover from being in jail, then we’ll see your men in the morning and leave.”

Duke Ardun stared down his long nose for a moment, then nodded. “I think that’s reasonable. Tobias will meet you at the front gate tomorrow morning. He’ll help you get supplies, then the three of you can leave with haste.” He straightened on his chair. “I’m glad you see the sense in this. If you’re really as good as your friend claims, it would be a shame to have you killed. I always have a need for certain fellows on my payroll. Serve me well and you may see yourself continually rewarded.”

Henrik nodded but kept his mouth shut. The thought of working for that scumbag made him feel ill. Honor was important to Henrik, and he had the feeling Ardun would sell his own mother for a gold piece.

“We’ll be done before you know it,” Rasud said. “I think you’ll find yourself very pleased that you hired us. As I have said, we are the absolute best in this city. The nation, even.”

The duke’s expression changed when he looked over at Rasud. “See that you are,” he snapped. “I have no love for halfbreed mongrels like you. I don’t understand how one such as yourself has even made it so far in this city.”

Rasud shrugged, letting the duke’s words flow off him like water off a duck’s back. “I am a man of special talents. I can be quite useful in a tight situation.” He held his right hand up and began chanting quietly. The air above his palm suddenly shimmered, then burst into flame. With a flick of his hand, it disappeared.

Duke Ardun’s eyes narrowed. “Not only a halfbreed, but a witchman. Well, I suppose that’s appropriate, considering what I’m sending you two to fetch. Tell me, are there any other reasons I should dislike you more than I already do?”

Rasud rubbed his chin for a moment. “If you give me a few minutes, I’m sure I can think of a few.”

“Get out of my sight,” Duke Ardun snapped. “See that you’re back tomorrow morning or I’ll have my men round the two of you up and I’ll hang the both of you myself.”

Rasud bowed his head to the duke, but Henrik merely stood there. The duke noticed the lack of a bow and his face twisted into a scowl, but Henrik didn’t care. He bowed to no man. He simply turned on his heel and began walking away. Rasud caught up to him a moment later.

“Well, I think that went well enough,” the short man muttered. “All we have to do is steal something from a fucking dragon. Shouldn’t be too hard, right?”

Henrik barked a laugh. “We’ll be lucky if the dragons don’t burn us to a crisp and feed us our own livers. At least you’re half orc, so maybe they’ll think you won’t taste as good.”

Rasud glanced up at his tall friend. “While I’ve never eaten a man before, I would assume I taste excellent.” He chanted something in a quiet voice while whirling his hand around. The air swirled, like a vortex in a lake, then stopped when he pulled his hand back. Sometimes he liked to show off a bit.

“At least the strength of my ancestor’s blood has given me this. Without magic, I don’t think I would have made it out of that orphanage.” He straightened his robes on his narrow shoulders as they walked through the door and entered a long hallway.

A man in servant’s livery stood there, the same man that had guided them in. He wiped his hands on the front of his jacket when he looked at Henrik and gave him a look that suggested he would rather be anywhere else.

“I am Colbert, and I will make sure you are supplied with horses and food,” he began.

“Tomorrow,” Rasud said. “We’re cleaning up and getting some food tonight. We’ll be back in the morning.”

“Good,” Colbert said. “I mean no offense but your smell is most disagreeable.” He said that while looking at Henrik.

“Well, the sooner you lead us out of here, the less you’ll have to smell me,” Henrik said. He towered over the servant.

Colbert led the two of them down several hallways, then held the front door open for them. He told them he would be waiting for them tomorrow.

“And I imagine you’ll be eager to help us,” Rasud said, clapping the servant on the shoulder. “Try not to miss us too much, eh?” With a wink, they left the servant and walked towards the massive front gates.

“Must you antagonize him?” Henrik asked.

“Yes, I must,” Rasud replied. “Look, I can’t help it that I’m so stunningly beautiful due to my heritage. But I know that look he gave me. It’s the same look the duke gave me, that I see on people’s faces every day. People look at halfbreeds like me much differently than they look at people like you.”

Henrik grunted. “Yeah, I suppose you have a point. Go ahead and antagonize him. Maybe next time, I’ll help you. But for now, I want a hot bath, then as much meat and beer as my stomach can hold.”
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Together, they walked down the broad streets as they crossed the city. Duke Ardun lived in a part of Selfoss that Henrik didn’t usually find himself in unless he was robbing someone. No, where Henrik usually stayed was much closer to the docks.

Down there, women didn’t walk alone at night, and men kept a close eye on their coin purses. Flashy clothing might result in a quick knife in the dark, but a large sword and a hard reputation would keep all but the worst of the dregs away. It was where Henrik had lived for the past ten years, and the location of the orphanage both he and Rasud had grown up in. While halfbreeds weren’t particularly common anywhere, they didn’t usually draw any attention down in southern Selfoss.

“I need to grab some clothes first, and I’d appreciate some healing,” Henrik said, pulling Rasud down a small side street. “Plus, I hate walking on that main road. I swear there’s more horse shit than paving stones.”

“One would think the king would employ more people to keep it clean,” Rasud said. “Farmers would probably pay for all that manure. But hey, what do I know?”

They wound their way down several side streets and alleys. On two occasions men eyed them hungrily while fingering cudgels and short swords, but one look at Henrik’s height and hard eyes was enough to keep them away. No one was that eager to die.

Henrik’s house was a small stone structure wedged between two equally small brick houses. It stood two stories tall, though neither story was particularly large. Rasud produced a key from one of his robe pockets—Henrik had lost his when he had been arrested—and unlocked the door.

Inside, things were exactly as he had left them. Sparse, but functional and clean. The few bits of furniture he had were made of wood and steel, with little in the way of flare or decoration.

Henrik walked right to a washbasin and splashed some of the lukewarm water onto his face. After two days in the dungeon, it felt almost as good as a full bath. He gave himself a brief scrub, then dried off with a nearby towel. After that he grabbed a fresh tunic, breeches, and stockings.

“Alright, can you work your magic on my face?” Henrik asked.

Rasud scoffed. “Your face? Even my magic isn’t that powerful. No, I’m afraid you’ll always look like the business end of a donkey, my friend.” But even as he joked, he walked to a corner of Henrik’s house, where he kept a spare staff. The two men worked together often enough that it was almost a necessity.

Rasud tapped the bottom of the staff on the wooden floor a few times, starting up a rhythm. He chanted on top of that, his words almost seeming to form into a song. His words, though not in any language Henrik understood, beckoned to his ancestors and called for their power.

It was a very rare form of magic that Rasud wielded, one that came from his orc father. While not as convenient as other forms wielded by wizards and sorcerers—two of the new queens in Akranes could use magic, rumor said—it was still a powerful tool.

Figures appeared in the air, seemingly made of smoke. Faces and hands, moving at Rasud’s orders. They reached out and touched Henrik’s face and his bruises began to fade. Not entirely, but it looked like he had rested for a few days. There was hardly a mark left when he was done.

“Thank you,” Rasud said to the spirits, bowing low. After that, he turned to Henrik. “It’ll take another ten or fifteen minutes for your face and body to finish healing, but it is done.”

“Thanks,” Henrik said. He had been healed plenty of times by his friend’s shamanistic magic, and was always amazed at how even a deadly wound could be healed in less than an hour. “I feel a lot better. Let’s head out.”

There were many inns and pubs and common rooms in southern Selfoss, as the place was always filled with weary travelers that were eager for a bath and pint of ale after spending a month on a ship. Fortunately, Henrik knew of one where the serving women were pretty and the beer nice and dark.

“Watch your purse,” Rasud said, stepping in front of Henrik.

The narrow road in front of them was crowded with dirty-faced travelers and refugees all looking aimlessly about as they wandered. Rasud held his robe closed with a hand and pushed his way through. Henrik put a hand over his coin purse and followed in the smaller man’s wake.

On one occasion a hand reached out and touched Henrik’s purse. He quickly grabbed it and twisted, breaking two fingers with ease. There was a loud yelp and a man fell in the crowd, clutching at his hand. A small knife fell from his other hand and clattered on the paving stones. Cutpurse.

It only took them a ten-minute walk to get to The Wandering Fish, and by that time Henrik’s bruises and scrapes had finally healed. Even still, the first thing he did when they got there was order a hot bath. The owner of the tavern, a portly man named Werner, directed Henrik towards a room in the back while Rasud grabbed them a table.

The room was made from stone and the floor sloped towards a grate in the center to allow for drainage. Four large copper tubs surrounded it, and a cauldron hung over a small fire, keeping water hot and ready. Henrik took a bucket and used it to fill his tub. The water was a bit too hot, so while it cooled he took a washrag and a fresh block of soap and scrubbed the sweat and grime from his skin, then used a ladle to rinse himself off. Once that was done, he plopped in the tub and relaxed for a few minutes.

The heat pulled tension from his limbs, but also served to remind him how hungry he was. He had been looking forward to soaking for a bit, but after a few minutes he grumbled and pushed himself up. He had too many things to do to just sit in a tub all evening, no matter how good it felt.

Once out of the tub, he used the water to wash his dirty clothes, then hung them on a rack on the far wall, where heat from the nearby fire would dry them. He’d grab them later. That done, he dried himself off and pulled on the fresh clothes he had fetched from his house, then made his way back into the common room.

Rasud sat at a table with two large mugs of ale in front of him and a bowl of stew. He smiled when he saw Henrik approach and gestured with his spoon.

“I’ve got a bowl of stew coming for you. It should serve to whet your appetite, since I know you’ll probably eat through all of Werner’s food stores tonight.”

Henrik sat down and took a long pull from the mug of ale. It wasn’t the best beer, but at that moment it tasted like pure happiness. “I want an entire leg of lamb,” he said. “Although I think I could eat half a cow right now.”

“That might cost a bit,” Rasud said, shoveling a spoonful of stew into his mouth. “You should probably limit your spending until Ardun pays us.”

“What is this?” Henrik asked, stirring the stew. It certainly smelled good, so he took a cautious bite. Nothing special, but as hungry as he was, it hit the spot. He grabbed a passing serving girl and requested a second bowl.

“It’s a vegetable and bean stew,” Rasud said with a grin. “I’m telling you, it’s better for digestion. You gotta stop with that meat all the time.”

Henrik grunted. “How did he make vegetables taste this good?” He took another bite.

“Oh, I told one of the serving girls to spit in yours. That cute one over there. That might be affecting the flavor,” Rasud said with a toothy grin.

Henrik followed Rasud’s gaze across the common room to where a short woman with a blue apron was setting several mugs of ale on the table. Her shirt was unlaced enough to show the tops of her considerable breasts, and she had the face of an angel. The looseness of her skirt wasn’t enough to hide her round hips, or the way her bottom moved with each step.

“I think I’d pay extra for her to spit in my stew,” Rasud said with a chuckle.

“She’s certainly beautiful,” Henrik said. “I could enjoy her for a night, maybe two or three, but she’s too soft for me. I like strong women. I want a woman that can fight by my side.”

Rasud just stared at him for a moment. “You might be the strangest man in existence,” he said. “Although I might be mistaking your strangeness for stupidity. That woman is about as beautiful as they come, and you know it.”

“You’re right,” Henrik said, turning to look at her again. She walked across the common room and nearly every male eye followed her. For that matter, half the women stared as well. “But I still say she’s too soft.”

“Nothing like a soft body beneath warm sheets,” Rasud said, taking a swig of his ale. “Ugh, I need to get laid. I should see if Mara is working tonight. She has a friend, you know. A tall woman with sun-darkened skin and the most curvaceous—”

“I don’t have time for that tonight,” Henrik said, turning back to his stew. “And to be honest, you probably don’t either. We need to plan for our trip, and how we’re going to steal…. Well, I probably shouldn’t say it out loud. But we have to figure out how to do it without losing our heads.”

Rasud gestured with his spoon again. “If it makes you feel any better, if we aren’t successful in finding the egg we’ll lose our heads anyways.”

"Good point," Henrik said with a frown. "I know this job isn't your particular style so I'll be doing the brunt of the work."

"Correct," Rasud said with a wink. "I would have just let the duke kill me, had he sent me alone. Don't worry, I'll be able to help you when we get close to the…. Well, when we get close."

“I heard someone is extra hungry tonight,” said a woman’s voice.

The beautiful serving girl set a second steaming bowl of stew next to Henrik and stood there for a moment, one hand on her hip, openly looking him up and down.

“Well, aren’t you a big one? It’s no wonder you need to eat so much.” She punctuated that sentence with a warm, inviting smile.

“Thank you,” Henrik said, sliding the bowl of stew closer. He made it a point to smile at her face, not at her massive breasts, but it wasn’t easy.

“Not only big, but strong!” Rasud exclaimed.

“Is that so?” the serving girl said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. The way that action propped them up made it even harder not to stare.

“Oh boy,” Henrik said, running his fingers through his hair. He knew where this was going. “Rasud, we don’t have to—”

“Yes, he’s easily the strongest man in the common room right now!” Rasud said. “And he’ll prove it!”

“I do like strong men,” she said. “My name’s Lorelie.”

“Henrik,” Henrik replied. He wanted to just get up and leave the room, but that wasn’t an option.

Lorelie raised her voice so that all could hear her. “This man says he’s the strongest in the room! Any takers?”

“Ah, shit,” Henrik muttered as a heavily-built man pushed himself to his feet. He looked to be a dock worker, so while he had a round stomach, he had shoulders enough for two men. His hair was thinning up top, and his beard was full and hung to his chest.

“You’ve got him, Bennett!” one of the man’s friends shouted.

“My oh my, I didn’t think they made men as big as you,” Lorelie said as Bennett approached the table.

Rasud got up from his chair and began transferring their drinks and bowls of food to the nearest table. Bennett sat down in his chair and faced Henrik.

“So, how we gonna do this?” he boomed.

“You two are going to arm wrestle,” Lorelie said. “And the winner gets to kiss me.” The look she suddenly gave Henrik suggested she didn’t want to kiss the bearded Bennett.

“This should be over quickly,” Bennett said, setting his elbow on the table.

Henrik reached out and the two clasped hands. Henrik gripped the edge of the table with his left hand for support and planted both feet. Bennett did the same.

“Might as well give up now, boy,” Bennett said. “I’ve been beating men your size since you were sucking on your mother’s teat.”

Lorelie placed both her hands on theirs and began the countdown. Several other men had left their tables and now stood in a ring around theirs. Some made bets.

“Three, two….” She looked around and smiled. “One!”

She released her grip on their hands and they both started pulling. Veins stood out on both men’s necks, but their hands barely moved an inch. Bennett’s hands were larger, so he might have had a slight advantage.

Henrik grit his teeth and pulled with all his might, but it was like pulling against a stone wall. Bennett’s face began to turn red and he slowly pulled Henrik’s hand back. Muscles began to burn, and the two men grunted and growled enough that one would be forgiven for thinking there were dogs in the room.

Something suddenly struck Henrik in the shin, hard, and his hand moved back an inch. It was Bennett, kicking him beneath the table. The man grinned through his beard.

“There is no way I’m letting you win,” Bennett said, kicking him again.

Henrik struggled to keep his temper in check, but he could feel cold rage seeping through the cracks. Bennett kicked him again, grinning like a madman. Henrik was usually good at keeping himself on a tight leash, but he was tired, hungry, and preparing for a trip that might see him dead. In short, his temper was held on by a thread, and that thread was quickly unraveling.

“No need to cheat, now,” Rasud said. He had clearly seen Bennett’s kicks.

“Shut your mouth, half-breed,” Bennett said without taking his eyes from Henrik. “I’m just testing this boy. Seeing what he’s made of.”

“Kick me again and I’ll break your fucking hand,” Henrik growled. His temper teetered on the edge, ready to fall into an ocean of barely-checked rage. It was something he always worked to avoid, as he often lost control when he reached that breaking point.

Rasud shot a worried glance at Henrik. He knew that dark stare, and what it promised.

Bennett’s grin deepened and he kicked again, this time catching Henrik right below the knee.

Henrik struggled to keep himself under control, but anger flooded into him. His strength surged and he pulled Bennett’s hand down until it touched the table. The big man shouted in protest, trying to kick at Henrik again. Henrik slammed his hand down on the table, once, twice, three times, putting his entire body weight behind it, the final blow hard enough that the wooden table cracked.

Bennett fell back and topped from his chair, clutching at his broken hand. Henrik pushed himself up from his chair and towered over him.

“You can’t even arm wrestle like an honest man!” he roared. “Kicking me under the table like some fucking coward! Have you no sense of honor at all?”

Henrik’s hands shook with unchecked rage and he bent down to wrap his fingers around the big man's throat. He recognized the look in Henrik’s eyes and shied back, pushing himself across the floor, trying to escape.

A hand suddenly reached out and grabbed onto Henrik’s wrist. He snarled and turned to see who it was, ready to handle them as well.

“Take a deep breath. The fight is over,” the voice said. Henrik blinked.

It was Rasud. He lifted Henrik’s hand over his head—he was a short man, so not that high—and called out to the audience.

“Henrik is the winner! Even though the bearded sack of dung tried cheating, he still couldn’t beat Henrik!”

Henrik felt his anger subside as his friend talked. Rasud was always able to calm him; it was one of the small man’s many talents. He blinked away the red in his vision and took a deep breath, then forced a smile to the crowd and raised his other arm overhead. Several people backed away from him after seeing his anger, but the rest of the crowd cheered loudly. Bennett whimpered and pushed himself away, still clutching his shattered hand.

He looked over at Lorelie, still standing nearby. She watched him warily, but she knew she had made a promise in front of the entire crowd. She tensed up as Henrik stepped near.

“I would never hurt a woman,” he said quietly, although he could see she was terrified. “Here,” he whispered, turning his face to offer her his cheek. “I apologize for being unshaven.”

“Thank you,” she whispered in return, and leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek.

“Oh come on, that’s not a real kiss!” one man from the crowd shouted.

“Kiss him!” someone else called out.

Lorelie blushed to her hairline. Henrik merely stood there.

“Well, I did promise,” she said, and stretched up onto her toes.

Henrik bent down and wrapped his arms around her, feeling her large breasts press against his chest as he held her close. Their lips met and a moment later parted. Her tongue pushed against his and he pushed back, their kiss lasting quite some time.

When they were done Henrik realized he was holding her half a foot off the ground. She realized it as well and let out a faint yelp. With a chuckle, Henrik gently set her back on the floor.

Lorelie fanned herself with her hand. “Well,” she began, her mouth opening and closing several times as she searched for the right words. Her eyes went to the table, where the wood had been clearly split. “I don’t know if I’ve ever met a man as strong as you. You wouldn’t happen to be staying here tonight, would you?”

Henrik opened his mouth to tell her no but Rasud beat him to it.

“He is!” Rasud said. “He just got a room before we sat down, actually.” After saying that, he hurried away to find the innkeeper while digging in his coinpurse.

“How would you feel about me visiting you tonight, once I’m done with work?” she asked, twirling some of her dark hair around a finger. “I’m sorry, I’m not usually this forward. You’re just so big.” The crowd had dissipated, leaving their conversation somewhat private. She looked up at him, her large, dark eyes filled with sudden desire. Her skin was still flushed.

Henrik reached out and brushed a strand of hair back from her face. He wasn’t exactly sure how to answer since Rasud had interjected only a moment before.

“I would like that very much,” Henrik said. “I only grew angry because he kept kicking me beneath the table. I don’t believe in cheating. It’s dishonorable. Don’t worry, I would never be rough with you.”

She looked up at him again and her full lips slowly curved into a smile. “Maybe I want you to get a little rough.”

While Henrik still preferred stronger women, that set his heart to pounding. Fortunately, Rasud came back at that precise moment and saved the day.

“Henrik! You dropped your key a few moments ago when you were giving that cheat the business.” He slipped an iron key into Henrik’s hand. “First room on the left at the top of the stairs, remember? You requested the room with the softest bed, as usual. Ah, he’s a good one, miss,” Rasud said, turning to Lorelie. “Everything you could want in a man. Strong, brave, and quite successful as well!”

Lorelie turned back to Henrik. “Is that so?” Her smile deepened as she pulled away. “Well, make sure you eat plenty tonight. You’ll need your strength later.” The smoldering look in her eyes left no question as to what she referred to. With a wink, she turned and went back into the kitchens to fetch more food.

Henrik took a deep breath, which turned into a laugh. He pulled his chair back and sat down, then let out a big sigh. Things had almost turned dark a moment ago, but his friend Rasud had saved the day.

“Ah, Rasud. Where would I be without you, friend?”

Rasud grabbed their food from the nearest table and put it back on theirs. “You wouldn’t be getting laid as much, that’s for certain. Oh and by the way, you owe me three silver.”


5


Henrik didn’t get as much sleep that night as he had hoped, but he certainly felt no need to complain. He had given his house key to Rasud, who slept in his house while Henrik enjoyed being in the arms of Lorelie.

Her initial timidness with their sudden meeting melted as soon as she entered his room. Her clothes came off and she practically leaped onto Henrik, demanding that he have his way with her. He gladly obliged.

The gods had blessed her with exceptional breasts, and she loved having them pleased. They wound up on the bed, Lorelie on top, with both of her breasts pressed against Henrik’s face. He sucked on one nipple, then the other, while she moaned in ecstasy.

Lorelie insisted on Henrik proving his strength, so after she rode him on the bed for a while he slid to the edge, then stood up while still inside her. His hands went beneath her bottom, holding tightly, and she wrapped her arms behind his neck, absolutely thrilled at the way he tossed her body around. Using his grip on her ass, he rammed himself into her good and hard, driving her mad. She tossed her hair around and her breasts rocked back and forth to the rhythm of their lovemaking. Henrik's grip on her ass tightened as he drew close to orgasm.

“No, cum in my mouth,” she said and hurried out of his arms. She dropped onto her knees in front of him, taking as much of his considerable length as she could, sucking hard. Henrik blew his load across the back of her tongue and she worked her lips back and forth, squeezing every drop out of him.

Henrik held her tightly on the bed after that, hoping to finish the night with some deep sleep. As soon as he was able to go again, however, her hand was on his cock, eager for a second round. All in all, a great way to spend a night, especially after a brief stint in jail.

Henrik walked up to his house early the next morning, just as the sun was rising above the horizon. Rasud was already waiting there, stifling a yawn behind his hand. Henrik was always an early riser, but Rasud hated mornings.

“Sleep well?” Rasud asked, grinning.

“Not really,” Henrik replied, and they both laughed. “I suppose I owe you one.”

“You owe me thirty-six, but who’s keeping count?” Rasud replied.

Together they walked down the dirty streets in southern Selfoss and made their way north, toward wealthier areas where people were clean and the houses well-kept. Women in the south would often give Henrik sly smiles as they passed—they appreciated a tall, strong man—but here in the rich districts, they looked down their noses at him like he didn’t belong. Which, to be fair, he didn’t.

“Good morning!” Rasud said to one of the guards at the front gate to Duke Ardun’s palace. “We are here to see your armorer, Petrus, after which we are scheduled to speak with Colbert. Tell me, is Tobias around?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” a soldier said, stepping up to the gate. It was Tobias with his customary frown. Even this early in the morning he wore mail armor with a tabard in Duke Ardun’s colors over it. He grabbed onto the latch and pulled, then swung the gate open enough for them to enter.

“And how are you on this fine morning?” Rasud asked.

Tobias gave him a quick glance that held no kindness in it. “Follow me,” he said as he strode down the wide path that led to Ardun’s mansion.

Henrik and Rasun fell in behind him and hurried towards the mansion. Once there, Tobias led them through the building and they exited the rear, where they passed a smithy, a small barracks building, and finally wound up in a tall stone warehouse.

“I swear, this place is practically a city on its own,” Rasud muttered as they entered the warehouse.

“What do you need?” asked a graying man who gave them all a hard glare. He looked like he had little time for pleasantries, and no time for anything else. He must have been Petrus, the armorer.

“The duke wants these two fully outfitted,” Tobias said, pointing at Henrik and Rasud.

Petrus looked them up and down with a deep frown. “You’ll have to lose those silly robes of yours,” he said to Rasud.

“Oh, no armor for me, good man,” Rasud said. “I follow a different path, although I would welcome a good belt knife. It’s my friend here that will need to be armed and armored.”

Henrik took a step forward. “I mostly just need a good sword. I can appreciate armor but I need to be able to move silently.”

Petrus shrugged. “It’s your funeral. Hold on a minute.”

He took a glance at Henrik’s empty sword belt, then walked away. He entered a large room and came out a few minutes later, holding a scabbarded sword in both hands. With a grunt, he thrust it at Henrik.

Henrik accepted the sword and pulled the blade out a few inches, inspecting the steel. It gleamed, the razor-sharp edge evident even at a glance. He pulled the sword the rest of the way out and held it in front of him, getting a feel for the weight of it.

“The balance is perfect,” Henrik said. “This is a fine blade, and I thank you.”

Petrus scoffed. “Of course it is. And you’re welcome,” he added begrudgingly.

Henrik spent a few minutes attaching the scabbard to his sword belt while Petrus argued with Rasud. The witchman insisted he needed nothing other than a knife. Even Tobias encouraged him to bring some kind of weapon with him.

“I have all the weapons I need right here,” Rasud said, tapping the side of his head. “Trust me when I say that I need nothing. Although a good knife would be nice.”

Petrus rolled his eyes and went back into the warehouse again, then returned with a long dagger that wasn’t far off from being a short sword. He presented it to Rasud, who examined it closely, pretending he knew something about weapons.

“A bit on the large side, but this should do nicely,” he said, making the dagger disappear beneath his robes. “Thank you kindly, Petrus.”

Petrus simply grunted in reply. The man seemed to grunt more than talk. He looked over at Tobias. “What do you need, soldier?”

“My sword is fine,” Tobias said. “I could use a good shield, though. Nothing too large. And a bow and some arrows if you’ve got them handy.”

Petrus returned a few minutes later with a sturdy kite shield in hand and passed it to Tobias. After that, he fetched a bow and a quiver filled with arrows and handed them over as well.

“Anything else?” Petrus asked, hands on his hips. He seemed rather impatient. His eyes went from Tobias's bow to Henrik.

"I'll just use his if I feel like hunting," Henrik said. "Can I get a dagger like Rasud's though?"

With an audible huff, Petrus went to fetch the dagger. He returned a moment later and handed it to Henrik, who began affixing it to his belt opposite his sword.

“That should be everything,” Rasud said, giving Petrus a friendly smile. “Thank you for your help, good man.”

Petrus simply grunted.

Tobias led Henrik and Rasud across the compound to a large set of buildings that included stables. Colbert was there, nose in the air as usual.

“You’re late,” he said in a tone that made it clear nothing was ever up to his standards.

Rasud looked around, noting the position of the sun in the sky and the horses that stood ready nearby. “Looks to me like we’re right on time!”

Colbert scoffed and turned to the horses. “Our stableman has prepared these for you. Fine horses, both of them, with as much food and supplies as we could fit in the saddlebags. Tobias, we took good care of your horse.”

“Thanks,” Tobias said, selecting one of the horses that apparently belonged to him. He rubbed the horse's neck for a moment. “Hey, boy. You ready for a nice long walk?” The horse whickered in reply.

“Treat them well,” Colbert said to Henrik and Rasud. “These are fine animals, much finer than the lot of you.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Rasud said as he approached a dappled horse.

Henrik walked up to the remaining horse, a tall brown, and let it smell his hand. “Fine animals indeed,” he said, examining the horse. In his years, he had never seen an animal like this, and he had been around a number of horses.

“Ready?” Tobias asked, swinging himself up into the saddle.

“No use putting it off, I suppose,” Henrik said. “Although I believe we’re supposed to see the wizard as well.”

“Yes, you will,” Colbert said in a smug voice. “He’ll meet you around the front.”

He and Rasud mounted their horses and Tobias led them around the palace towards the front gate. As soon as they found themselves near the gardens, an old man with robes much like Rasud’s approached them.

He was of average height, with a white beard that fanned across his chest. His long hair was white as well, and cut short, although it had an unkempt look to it. While his face was lined with wrinkles, his bright blue eyes were almost predatory as they focused on Henrik.

“His eyes,” Henrik whispered.

“That’s not natural,” Rasud replied. “It’s something to do with magic.”

“So, you two are going to steal a dragon’s egg?” the wizard said, looking them up and down. “You will definitely need my help. I am Kelthorn, wizard in service to Duke Ardun.”

“I don’t think I’ve met a wizard before,” Henrik said.

“You went to the Academy?” Rasud asked. “Up in, what is it…Gardabaer?”

He looked down his nose at Rasud. “I am older than the Academy, boy. You would do well to remember that.”

Henrik was tempted to ask about the academy, but decided to wait until later. Rasud probably knew something about it. That man knew something about everything, it seemed.

“What do you know of dragons?” Kelthorn asked.

“They’re almost impossible to kill, and don’t die of natural causes,” Henrik said.

“Correct,” Kelthorn said. “Furthermore, they can see like an eagle. Their sense of smell isn’t too sharp, so consider yourselves lucky since you’ll probably spend a week or two without a bath. I see one of ours is going with you.”

“Tobias, my lord,” he said from behind us.

“Yes, yes, I know of you. Keep these two on the straight and narrow.”

“I plan on it, my lord,” Tobias said.

Kelthorn cleared his throat and looked at the two adventurers again. “What you are setting out to do is not easy, but it is possible. I have scrolls that mention an egg being stolen once, centuries ago. Go at night; wait until a moonless night if you must. They tend to live in caves, at least the southern dragons. If you sneak in while they sleep, you stand a chance of taking the egg.”

“Doesn’t sound too hard,” Henrik said.

“If you make even the tiniest mistake, the dragon will wake and kill you immediately,” Kelthorn added. “Keep that in mind. And beware of their riders, for they are nearly as deadly as the dragons themselves.”

“I’ve heard something of them,” Henrik said. “Only women can link with dragons, right?”

Kelthorn nodded. “Correct again. No one knows precisely how it works, but the dragons choose a person, sometimes from several nations away. That person leaves their life behind and goes to the dragon. They bond, so that their spirits are one. The rider becomes incredibly powerful with magic, and the dragon gets a link to the human world, which can help with survival.”

“So, can you tell me where this dragon is?” Henrik asked. “The one that laid the egg, that is.”

“That will add another layer of difficulty to your mission,” Kelthorn said. His lips curled into a slight smile, as if he enjoyed giving them bad news. Old bastard probably did.

“Oh, stealing a dragon egg was going to be easy. I’m glad something will make it harder,” Rasud said.

Kelthorn gave the half orc man a sharp look, but continued. “You are in luck, as the dragon egg came from the closest dragon to us. It is still quite a journey, being in the mountains to the north of the orc wastes. You will have to pass through there to get to the mountains.”

Henrik grunted. The orcs didn’t bother the humans as long as both races kept their distance. Orc raiding parties traveled the wastes and always caught anyone trying to cross.

“I can see from the look in your eyes that you have dealt with them before,” Kelthorn said.

“I have,” Henrik said. “Orcs fight hard, and to the death. We’ll have to work hard to avoid them.”

“What about you?” Kelthorn asked Rasud. “Do you think you have the stomach to attack your own people?”

“Sure. I can think of some humans I’d like to attack right now as well,” Rasud said.

Kelthorn’s eyes narrowed. “You watch your tongue, halfbreed.” He turned back to Henrik and pulled a scroll from his sleeve. “This is a map. It is not perfect, but it’s as close as I could get based on my books, and has been confirmed by a scout. It should guide you to the elemental dragon guarding her egg.”

“Elemental dragon?” Henrik asked.

“Yes, the southern dragons are elemental dragons,” Kelthorn explained. “They use powerful magic, as opposed to the northern snow dragons that simply burn everything. Some can affect water, some can shape rocks with merely a thought. Some can turn the steel of your sword into dust.”

Henrik briefly unrolled the map and glanced at it. From the city of Selfoss, straight east until they hit the last town, then they would travel northeast to the cave. Notes were scribbled on the map on how to recognize the correct mountain. He rolled the scroll back up and handed it to Rasud, who was much better at reading those sorts of things.

“Anything else?” Henrik asked.

“You don’t seem overly concerned about this,” Kelthorn said. “Most men would wet themselves at the thought of crossing the orc wastes, much less doing that and facing down a dragon.”

“I’m not most men,” Henrik said simply. “This won’t be my first time crossing the wastes. If there’s nothing else, we should get going.”

“Yes, be on your way,” Kelthorn said. He made a motion with his hand and whispered odd-sounding words and a feeling of relief washed across Henrik, as if he had enjoyed a full night’s rest. “That will help you on your journey.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Tobias said.

Henrik just turned and left. He didn’t like wizards. Men with that much power often wanted more, and would commit black deeds to attain it. Stories of the royal wizard in Akranes had reached Selfoss a few months ago; the man had killed his own queen just to extend his life a hundred years.

It was said the current king, Owyn, had been a commoner that rescued the princess from some witch in the woods, then brought her back and killed the foul wizard. That sort of bravery was rare these days. It was something Henrik respected.

When they reached the iron gates, the soldiers posted there pulled them open. Henrik passed through, ignoring the glare of the soldiers.

Once on the wide street, they turned their horses east. The sun was there, just over the tops of the buildings, blinding them.

“I should have brought a hat,” Henrik muttered, shielding his eyes with a hand.

Rasud laughed. “You know, I—”

They were interrupted by the town crier, calling out details of the latest news. The three men stopped for a moment, listening to the man speak about the refugees from Peralta and some from Whiteridge as well.

“You think he knows anything about the lands to the east?” Henrik asked.

“There’s a good chance,” Rasud said.

“Just make it quick,” Tobias said.

They rode their horses over to the man, who stopped shouting when they approached.

“Can I help you, my lords?” he asked.

“We’re traveling to the east,” Henrik said. “Can you tell us anything that would be useful?”

“How far east?” he asked.

“Far.”

The man thought for a moment. “Were I you, I’d be careful and maybe plan an alternate route. The orcs have been restless lately, even attacking some of the farms out to the east. It’s that new chief of theirs. Um, Torgan, that’s his name. Managed to get all the tribes to band together as one people. He’s got them building a city out there, you know. They call it Silverkeep.”

“An orc city? That’s the last thing I’d expect. Do the orc raids extend to the north, or are they focusing on human farms?” Henrik asked.

The town crier shrugged. “That I can’t tell you, good sir. I haven’t heard of any farms to the north of the wastes being attacked, probably because no farms are there.” He gave a good natured chuckle. “But, stories speak of worse things in those mountains. Might be a good idea to hire a ship.” He rubbed his chin and looked at them for a moment. “If you ask me, you should stop by the temple on your way out. Best time to have the priestesses bless you is before a fight, I say. And you three fellas look like you’re going to get into a few fights.”

“Not the worst idea I’ve heard,” Rasud said, looking over at Tobias. “Will you agree to that?”

Tobias rolled his eyes. “Are you determined to put this off as much as possible? Fine. We’ll go to the temple, ask for their blessing, and then we’re off. And nothing else, I don’t care if the king himself asks for your help.”

“Have a good day,” the crier said, then went back to calling out the latest news in a loud voice.

“This way,” Tobias said, nudging his horse into a walk.

“Are you a religious man now?” Henrik asked as he and Rasud rode behind Tobias.

“When it benefits me,” Rasud replied. “Considering what our immediate future holds, I’ll gladly accept a blessing if they’re handing them out. How about you, my friend? Suddenly feel a yearning for the divine?”

Henrik looked around him. Fewer refugees filled the streets in this part of the city, but they were still there. “Maybe one day when I find a god that’s worth my time. I say, if they actually cared about us, this world would be a better place.”

“I suppose even the gods struggle when a dragon attacks,” Rasud muttered as he watched two children holding tightly to their mother’s hand. Tears had made clean tracks through the dirt on her face, and she had the look of a woman that hadn’t eaten in days. Her children cried softly, and it was clear she was barely keeping it together.

“Give me a coin,” Rasud said, holding out a hand.

Henrik immediately dug something from his purse and handed it to Rasud without even checking what it was. That woman needed help. For all his scars and coarseness, Henrik didn’t like to see children suffer. Women, either. Mothers held an especially soft spot in his heart. Perhaps because he had never really known his.

Rasud steered his horse closer to the woman, then said something quietly to her and handed her several coins. She stared at him, eyes wide in surprise at what was probably the first act of kindness she had experienced in days. That it came from a halfbreed probably shocked her as well.

“Thank you, kind sir!” she said, choking back tears. “May the gods bless you, sir. You and your friends.”

Henrik nodded to her and nudged his horse closer to Tobias. No sense in angering that old badger. He was about as pleasant as a skunk in the sheets.

As they traveled east, a tall building eventually came into view. It was made from pale stone in a style that had been old a thousand years ago, with towering spires and grand arches. It was the oldest building in all of Selfoss, although no one knew precisely when it was built.

The three men steered their horses to the stable next to the temple. An elderly man came out and took their reins. He offered thanks when Rasud tossed him a few coppers.

“We’re going to be broke if you keep giving away all our money,” Henrik said.

“On the contrary. Everyone knows us as good people, simply because I give away all our money,” Rasud replied with a smile. “Trust me, it will come in handy one day.”

“Enough talking,” Tobias said. He left his shield and bow in the stable, and after staring down at his sword for a moment, grunted and walked towards the front doors.

“Such a charming man,” Rasud said, looking at Tobias’s back. “Well, Henrik, are you ready to beg the gods for forgiveness and pledge yourself to a life of chastity?”

Henrik just laughed.
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The front doors were massive things, ten feet high and made from solid wood and banded with iron. They looked like they could stop a battering ram, but they nearly always stood wide open. Everyone was welcome here, from saint to sinner.

“I hope you two have the decency to be respectful in here,” Tobias said over his shoulder.

“Really, Tobias, what do you think of us?” Rasud asked. “Actually, don’t answer that.”

The interior of the temple was like nothing Henrik had ever seen before. Stained glass windows depicting ancient scenes colored the sunlight that shone through them. The vaulted ceiling was so high its peak was nearly lost in shadows. Wooden pews sat in two rows, with a well-worn path between them that led to a twenty-foot tall statue of Lunias, standing with his arms outstretched as if welcoming all.

“Impressive,” Henrik said.

“Have you never been here?” Rasud asked.

Henrik gave his friend a look. “Do I look like someone that frequents a temple?”

Rasud nodded. “Right, brothels are more your style. Yes, this is indeed an impressive place. I think you’ll enjoy the few minutes we spend here.”

“Greetings,” said a woman as she approached them.

She wore light robes that covered her from neck to ankle, with the sigil of Lunias embroidered on the front in thread-of-gold. Both her voice and face were motherly and warm, and she smiled at the three of them as if they were her grandchildren. Henrik was not used to being around people that were genuinely kind, but he immediately felt comfortable around her.

“May the light of Lunias illuminate your paths,” the woman continued. “I am called Mother Elara. How can I help you today? Are you in need of anything?”

Behind her, another woman approached. This second woman wore the same robe, although the hood of hers was pulled forward. Clean, white cloth covered her entire face, except for her dark eyes. White gloves also covered her hands. It was the strangest thing Henrik had seen in a long time.

“We will be experiencing quite a bit of danger over the next few weeks, so we came for a blessing, if such a thing is possible,” Rasud explained in a light voice. He glanced around, suddenly looking self-conscious. “Uh, I’m sorry if my presence isn’t welcome here. You know, being what I am.”

Mother Elara waved his comment away. “Nonsense. All are welcome beneath the roof of Lunias. No one here cares about your heritage.”

“I would ask for a blessing as well,” Tobias said, surprising Henrik by going to one knee.

“Well, of course,” Mother Elara said. “Come. Let us go see Lunias and talk.” She offered a hand, which Tobias took. “Mother Dura will see to you two.” With that, they walked towards the statue of Lunias.

“I am Mother Dura,” said the woman covered in white cloth. Her voice was slightly muffled due to the cloth covering her face. She acted in the same motherly fashion, but Henrik detected the faintest trace of sadness about her, as if it were something time simply couldn’t erase. “I would be happy to offer you the blessings of Lunias. Here,” she said, gesturing towards a nearby pew.

Rasud and Henrik took a few steps to the pew nearest them and sat down. Mother Dura stood in front of them and clasped her hands at her waist.

“May I ask what it is for? It will help me provide the correct blessings.”

“We will be fighting over the next few weeks,” Rasud explained. “Possibly months. If Lunias could provide us with a bit of luck, we’d be grateful.”

“You seek a blessing for violence?” she asked, not in a judgemental tone, but for clarification.

Henrik cleared his throat. “We have been hired to fetch an item of great value for Duke Ardun. Unfortunately, our path takes us across the orc wastes. We have heard things are restless to the east.”

“Orcs,” Mother Dura said, her demeanor changing. “There are few men that could fight an orc and survive. Is this mission of yours wise?”

“We have no choice,” Henrik said quietly. “Our lives depend on it.”

In reply, Rasud chanted quietly while tapping a rhythm on his thigh. He raised his hand, moving it in a jerky circle, and the air shimmered around it. The very air crackled, and suddenly a small ball of flame, the size of a goose egg, hovered in the air.

“We will be fine,” Rasud explained. He stopped his chanting and the fire disappeared.

Mother Dura gasped. “The old blood is strong in you. I have heard of this, but never before seen it. Your mother? Your father?”

“Father, I think,” Rasud replied. “I know nothing of my parents, not even which one was human. Just a few stories, which I strongly suspect were made up on the spot to placate me when I was young and inquisitive. My powers came from somewhere in my lineage, but I’m grateful for it. It has helped an outcast like me survive.”

“I believe you,” Mother Dura said. “I understand. I have seen and heard much in my years here, all types of people from all walks of life. Many have overcome great odds.” She looked down at her gloved hands. “Some are weighed down by their pasts.” She looked up and saw how Henrik and Rasud were watching her. “I was burned in a house fire, long ago. I wear this so no one has to see my scarred face. While Lunias accepts everyone, this makes life easier. What are your names?”

“Rasud.”

Mother Dura chuckled softly. “Your mother must have had a premonition.”

Rasud just stared at her.

“It’s an ancient name,” Mother Dura explained. “One heard only in stories these days. It describes a good man, one willing to give his life for others. A man with a pure heart.”

Rasud grunted. “Well, that’s lovely, but I’d prefer to avoid giving my life if I can help it.”

“And you?” she asked, turning to Henrik.

“Henrik.”

“Henrik?” she asked, sounding surprised.

He nodded.

She looked him up and down as if she couldn’t think of what to say. “Do you know where your name came from?”

Henrik shook his head. “I know little of my childhood. I was sold to slavers but escaped as a child and found my way to the same orphanage as Rasud. That’s where we met.”

“You escaped,” she said quietly. Henrik wasn’t sure, but he thought she took a shaky breath, as if choking back a sob. Well, a priestess here was likely to feel strong emotions for others.

“And your mother?” she asked.

Henrik shook his head again. “I know almost nothing of her. I have only one memory of her holding me and crying right before someone else took me. The slavers.”

“Your name means ‘last hope,’” she said. “Both of you, strong men with strong names. It appears the gods have already favored you. I would be honored to provide you both with a blessing. There is, however, a matter of cost.”

“We have to pay for the blessing?” Henrik asked.

“No, not precisely,” Mother Dura replied. “However, if you are able to, we ask that you give a coin or two on your way out. That is how we pay for our lives, here. We receive no money from the king, and live only on charity.”

“You’d think the king would spare some gold for you since you keep the peace,” Rasud said. “Well, that’s beyond my station, I suppose.” He dug through his coin purse and handed Mother Dura two silver coins. Henrik did the same.

“We thank you for your generosity,” Mother Dura said. “Most people only give coppers.”

“Maybe Lunias can spare a bit of extra luck for us, then,” Rasud said, giving her a toothy grin.

Mother Dura chuckled, but didn’t reply. Instead, she knelt in front of Rasud and took his hands in hers, then began a prayer. It was a simple prayer, right to the point. She asked Lunias to bless Rasud with strength, cunning, and courage enough for two men.

“Interesting,” Rasud said, looking down at himself when she was done.

“What?” Henrik asked.

“You’ll see,” Rasud replied.

“And now you, Henrik,” Mother Dura said. She shuffled over so that she knelt in front of Henrik and took his massive hands in her gloved ones. She held his hands tightly for a moment and looked at him as if seeing beyond his skin; like she were seeing inside his very mind.

This close, Henrik saw her eyes through the small holes in her white mask. They glistened with unshed tears. She squeezed his hands, then began her prayer.

It was different from the blessing she gave Rasud. Mother Dura asked Lunias to bless Henrik with the strength of ten men should he need it, and the courage to never falter, even if all seemed lost. She continued her prayer, asking Lunias to bless Henrik with inner peace and a long life, with many children.

The last bit made Henrik blink, but he knew them to be words of genuine kindness, coming from Mother Dura. The moment she finished her prayer, Henrik felt a twinge of warmth in his body, almost as if a warm breeze blew across his very soul. Perhaps that was the blessing settling in.

“Thank you,” Henrik said once she was done.

“Well, I’m a bit jealous,” Rasud said.

“You know magic. He has to use a sword,” Mother Dura said as if that was explanation enough.

“Okay, good point,” Rasud said. He stood up and looked around, finding Tobias. “I suppose we should get going, lest we draw his ire.”

“A question, if you will,” Henrik said as he stood. He offered her his hand and she accepted.

“You may ask me anything, although I cannot promise I will answer,” she replied.

“Dura. What’s the meaning of your name?”

Mother Dura nodded slowly. Henrik imagined he could see a sad smile beneath the white cloth covering her face.

“Another ancient name, almost as old as Rasud. It is a name for someone that has lost all hope.”

Her answer was not what Henrik had been expecting.

“I hope you do not feel that way, Mother Dura,” Henrik said. “It seems you live a good life here in the temple.”

She turned and looked around the inside of the sanctuary for a moment before speaking. “I do, young Henrik, but my life has been hard and filled with trials and sorrow. We all walk different paths. I pray that yours leads you to a quiet house and a good woman that will provide you with healthy children.”

Not knowing what else to do, Henrik reached out and hugged the woman. Few people had her inner kindness, so it was the least he could do, even though he wasn’t really the hugging type.

She laid her head against his chest and held him tightly. Henrik felt her shake once as she choked back a sob, but she quickly regained control.

“Thank you,” she said after their brief hug. “May you both stay safe on your journey. Would you mind coming back here when you return? I would be interested in hearing about your adventures. It does get a tad boring in here sometimes. In fact, please feel free to come back any time.”

“Gladly!” Rasud said in a cheery voice. “I’ll make sure we get in trouble just so we have something to tell you about.”

Mother Dura looked down at him and gave a soft laugh. She paused for a moment, as if she were going to say something further, but then turned away and walked away. She glanced over her shoulder once, looking right at Henrik.

At that moment, Tobias joined up with them. He seemed a bit more at ease after talking with Mother Elara.

“Ready?” he asked, his tone notably less irritable than it was earlier.

“Let’s get this started,” Rasud said in a voice that held a bit too much excitement. Henrik just nodded.
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The three of them walked to the stables together. The elderly stableman fetched their horses right away. As soon as he got his horse, Tobias grabbed his shield and bow and fastened them behind his saddle.

“I could almost wish I had a mother like her,” Rasud said as he pulled himself into the saddle.

“Mother Dura?” Henrik asked.

Rasud nodded. “Someone kind, someone that actually cared. My mother was just a farmer’s daughter and the unfortunate victim of an orc raid. At least, that’s what I was told at the orphanage. I’ve never met my parents so they could have just made the whole thing up. It makes me wonder where I’d be in life, were I raised by kind people. Maybe I’d be a bit more like Tobias, here.”

Tobias barked a laugh, surprising the other two men. “Having good parents doesn’t necessarily set you up for success in life. I had good ones, and now I’m just a soldier.”

“Yeah, but a soldier for the richest man in all of Selfoss,” Rasud corrected.

“Fair point,” Tobias said. His voice faded back into its customary irritable growl. “Maybe you wouldn’t be a common thief, were your parents different.”

“I take great offense to that, sir!” Rasud exclaimed. “There is nothing common about me, I can assure you that. I am, in fact, quite extraordinary!” He steered his horse around a large man walking down the middle of the path.

“Halfbreed mongrel,” the man muttered, clearly intending for his words to be heard. With his size, he was probably used to being able to run his mouth without fear of any consequences.

Rasud turned in his saddle, his face darkening as he glared at the man.

“What are you gonna do about it?” the man said, stopping.

Henrik was tempted to handle the man, but he didn’t feel like dealing with street trash at the moment. Besides, they needed to get moving.

“Come on, Rasud. He’s not worth your time,” Henrik said.

Rasud chanting something beneath his breath as he slid a hand into his robes. He pulled out a short staff, two feet long and topped with a glittering sapphire. After briefly twirling the staff over his head, he pointed it at the man. A faint, wispy shape flew through the air as one of Rasud’s ancestral spirits did his bidding.

The man’s leg snapped in two and he toppled to the street, screaming in pain. Rasud nodded to himself, satisfied, and slipped the small staff beneath his robes as he turned his horse back.

“Are you gonna be trouble?” Tobias asked, glaring over his shoulder.

“Not at all,” Rasud said, his voice lacking the jovial tone he often used. “Sometimes I just need to remind people who they’re talking to.”

Tobias frowned at Rasud, then looked past him at the man with the broken leg, who was still screaming on the street. A small crowd was beginning to form as people rushed to check on the man. With a grunt, Tobias turned back to the front and kicked his horse into a fast walk. Henrik and Rasud followed.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have done that,” Rasud said, glancing at the people crowding the street. “I’m usually better at keeping my temper. Sometimes I tire of being reminded of what I am and how society doesn’t accept me.”

“Nah, he deserved it,” Henrik said. “Breaking his leg was a good move. Had you broken his arm, he would still be able to function, to an extent. But a broken leg? He’ll be bed ridden for a month. Maybe that’ll teach him to watch his mouth.”

“Ah, you’re right,” Rasud said. He took a deep breath and let it out. “So, what’s our plan?” He voiced it loud enough for Tobias to hear. “Are we just going straight there?”

“We’re going to the town of Limestone first,” Tobias said over his shoulder. “From there, we’ll gather some information and head northeast. Once we get closer, you two will sneak in at night and steal what we need. Then, we’ll hurry back here before they realize what happened.”

“That is quite the well thought-out plan,” Rasud said. “I admire your incredible attention to detail.”

Tobias glared over his shoulder at the witchman.

“Maybe you should wait until our mission is done to goad him that much,” Henrik said quietly.

“I’m sorry, I just can’t help myself sometimes,” Rasud replied in equally quiet tones. “The man has the personality of a horse’s ass and seems to be just as full of shit. But you’re right. I’ll try my best to wait a bit before driving him mad. Do you think we can trust him?”

“No,” Henrik said without hesitation.

“I should have known better than to ask you,” Rasud said. “You trust no one.”

“I trust myself every once in a while,” Henrik replied.

“Why Henrik, I think you just made a joke,” Rasud said, clapping his hands several times. “I’m quite proud of you. You see? Life doesn’t have to be all brooding and swordplay.”

“I prefer brooding and swordplay,” Henrik said with a grin. “At least I’m good at those.”

Rasud adjusted his robes and settled them on his shoulders. “Truth be told, you can brood all you want as long as we have money for wine and whores. I’m a simple man, and that’s enough to keep me happy.”

“Well, if we finish this we should have enough money for you to make every whore in Selfoss bow-legged.”

Rasud beamed a smile. “Wouldn’t that be something? Instead of Rasud, the common thief, I’d be Rasud, entertainer of prostitutes. Definitely a step up, I’d say.”

“Depends on the quality of the whores,” Henrik said.

“You two sure enjoy yapping, don’t you?” Tobias said from in front of them.

“Of course we do,” Rasud replied. “It helps pass time. Do you really expect us to just be silent for days at a time?”

“A man can dream, right?” Tobias replied.

“Well, I can see he’s going to make this trip an absolute joy,” Rasud muttered.

The three of them continued east through the city until they merged onto one of the main roads. From there, they pushed their way through the throng of people until they came to the city gates.

Surrounding the inner portion of the city was a great stone wall—the population had long since outgrown the confines of the wall and continued expanding the city for nearly a mile further—with a gate twenty feet tall. Henrik had heard that the walls and gates of Peralta were nearly twice the size, but he supposed with the dragon attack those weren’t in good standing any longer.

A dozen guards in sturdy armor were posted at the gate, and they kept suspicious eyes on everyone. For all its reputation as a rough city, the guards usually did a good job of keeping the peace here.

Of course, Henrik was the type that generally avoided the local law enforcement, as they’d gladly put him out of a job. He kept his calm as several of the guards eyed him a bit too closely. Henrik was a private man, but one did not become best friends with the best thief in all of Selfoss without garnering a bit of a reputation. His size and sword likely got him some looks as well.

As for the best thief in all of Selfoss himself, Rasud was simply too good for anyone to know who he was. The guards just saw a halfbreed in robes and frowned at him.

The guards also recognized Duke Ardun’s colors on Tobias’s tabard, so the three of them passed through the gate without issue. It looked like the man did come in handy every once in a while.

The buildings surrounding them changed once they passed through the gates. Towering houses of brick and cut stone gave way to log and field stone, and fancy shops with stained glass windows became open-air markets. The prices were better in this part of town, so whenever Henrik needed anything he preferred to come here.

If he was working, though, he went north, where the aristocracy lived. But that was a different story.

Tobias fell in beside them, forcing the people filling the street to steer wide of them. “I haven’t been out here in a while,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

“Ah yes, the gears of the city often turn with a certain smell, don’t they?” Rasud said, sweeping his hand to the side. “It’s been a while since I’ve smelled something that bad, but thanks to that nearby slaughterhouse, I no longer feel the need.”

“Too many animals here,” Henrik said. They both looked at him and he shrugged. “People, farmers, like to bring their animals closer to the city to raise them and process them, but animals make a lot of shit. There’s a reason we sometimes call the outskirts of Selfoss ‘Shit City.’ At least the people don’t look down their noses at you, though.”

“Yes, that’s something I can certainly appreciate,” Rasud said.

Indeed, him being a halfbreed didn’t seem to be an issue in this part of the city. People were too busy going about their business, walking to here or there and avoiding piles of horse dung on the wide street.

The smells eventually began to subside—both the animal smells and those of unwashed bodies—and the houses grew farther and farther apart. In the outermost parts of the city, many of the houses were made from cob and topped with thatch. Farmhouses dotted each side of the road, and the sizes of their farms grew the further they went from the city.

“This is my first time leaving the city in years,” Tobias said, sounding almost pleasant for once. He took a deep breath and actually smiled. “I can’t even remember the last time I smelled air this fresh.”

“Certainly being around the duke is quite…perfumed,” Rasud said. “From the way he spoke I got the impression his shit smelled of roses.”

“Watch it,” Tobias growled. “Look, I know we don’t like each other but ease up a bit. We have to live together for the next few weeks.”

“Tobias, the voice of reason,” Rasud said. “I never expected that.”
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As their path continued east, the farms grew further apart and eventually disappeared altogether, leaving them riding through wild grasslands. With the lack of buildings to block the view, the sky itself almost seemed larger. Henrik took a moment to enjoy the simplicity and beauty of it all. Life was often complicated, but a cool breeze was not.

“How long until Limestone?” Henrik asked.

“We should get there tomorrow evening,” Tobias said, still looking around him.

“I do hope the food they provided is up to par,” Rasud said, momentarily glancing behind him at his saddlebags. “I fear it’ll be mostly dried meat.”

“What else do you eat when you travel?” Tobias asked.

“A good vegetable stew is my favorite,” Rasud said. “Especially if I can forage some local produce or herbs to put in it. Maybe a handful of beans for heartiness. Also, they have these wonderful things to the north called apples that are just delightful. Shame they don’t grow in our hot climate.”

Tobias gave him a flat look. “Are you saying you don’t eat meat?”

Rasud shook his head. “Not unless I have to. I’ve been trying to convince Henrik of this for years; eating more plants is just better for your digestion.” He leaned over in his saddle and farted loudly. “See? It doesn’t even smell. Come closer and see for yourself.” He wafted it towards Tobias.

“You are a strange man,” Tobias said, fortunately not sounding angry. “A halfbreed, a witchman, and you don’t eat meat. Do you at least enjoy the comforts of a woman?”

“I’ll wager I’ve been with ten times the women you have,” Rasud said, eyeing him flatly. “While some women don’t like my complexion, or…” he trailed off, tapping one of his small tusks. “The color gold always changes a woman’s mind. Not all of us have the luck of Henrik, here.”

“And what are you?” Tobias asked, looking over at Henrik.

“Huh?” Henrik asked, giving him a hard look. He didn’t like people inquiring about his past.

“You’ve got to have something in your ancestry, being your size,” Tobias said. “You have a giant as a grandfather or something?”

Henrik looked down at his massive hand and flexed it into a fist. “I suppose the gods blessed me in a few ways.”

“There are certainly some women that think so,” Rasud said. “My brooding friend is rather popular with the ladies when he’s not busy scaring them off or robbing them.”

“I don’t rob women,” Henrik snapped. “You know that.”

“It’s called a joke, Henrik,” Rasud said. “Really, I think all that beer and meat has gone to your head. You’re too tense. Shall we sing a song to help lighten the mood? Oh, I know one!”

“Shut up!” Tobias and Henrik said at the same time.

Rasud frowned. “I guess I’m the only one that enjoys life out here. Well, no wonder. The two of you can’t stop the song that’s in my heart.”

“What does that even mean?” Tobias asked after a moment.

Rasud frowned again. “Hold on. Give me a minute and I’m sure I can think of a witty reply.”

“Where are we going once we reach Limestone?” Henrik asked, cutting his friend off.

“To the local inns and pubs to hunt for rumors,” Tobias replied. “And we’ll sift through those rumors until we discover facts, and we’ll use those to figure out where the raiding parties are so we can avoid them. That far to the east there’s a chance someone might remember sightings of dragons, but the country folk might just dismiss it as fantasy.”

“You think they’ll know enough for us to avoid the orcs?” Rasud asked. “I certainly have no desire to fight any of them.”

“While they’re fierce fighters, they’re also known for their laziness,” Tobias explained. “It is rare they have any guards at night. After all, who would be dumb enough to attack a group of orcs?”

“Dumb, indeed,” Rasud muttered.

“Do you really think we can just sneak into a cave and steal a dragon’s egg?” Henrik asked.

“You? Yes,” Tobias said. “After all, you made your way inside my boss’s house, and that place is guarded better than the royal palace.”

“Point made,” Henrik said. “I suppose compared to that, slipping through a dark cave won’t be overly difficult.”

“Exactly,” Tobias said. “It’s just a matter of staying completely silent and staying aware of your surroundings.”

“I believe I have a spell that can help with that,” Rasud said.

“Do you know where most of the orcs live?” Rasud asked.

“The duke has done his research,” Tobias said, shifting on his saddle. “At least, as much as you can research wild orcs. He has sent his fastest scouts out since learning of the egg, with potions of magic to keep their horses at a gallop for days at a time.. Most of the orcs live in Silverkeep, a city further to the east. Probably two weeks’ ride from here. If we run into any, it’ll be a raiding party.”

“What do you know about the city?” Henrik asked, rubbing his chin. “I’ve only heard about the raiding parties. The town crier mentioning the city was the first I’ve heard of it.”

“It’s a new thing,” Tobias said, continuing his explanation. “That new war chief of theirs, Torgan I think his name is, founded the city. He’s had orcs working there day and night for the better part of a year, crafting buildings from stone and even brick.”

“An orc city. Who would have guessed that?” Rasud said. He turned to Henrik and grinned. “They say the orc women are just as fierce as any man and twice as cunning. You like strong women, Henrik. Maybe if there are any running along with the raiding parties, you can, eh, sheath your sword, if you catch my meaning.”

Henrik looked over at him and laughed. “You know my feelings on orcs,” he said.

“I know your feelings on most things, not that they make any sense at times,” Rasud said. “Well, I suppose it would be best to avoid the orcs at all costs. If a group of them manages to find us, I think we’ll be okay, though.”

Tobias glanced over at Henrik. “I have a feeling Henrik here could stand toe-to-toe with an orc and survive.”

Henrik just grunted.

“He’s sensitive about his toes, that’s all,” Rasud said. “So, have Duke Ardun’s scouts been to the mountain where the dragon lives? Or dragons, I should say? Although I certainly hope we only have to be around one.”

Tobias nodded. “They helped the wizard sketch his map. We’ll go over it tonight, once we’re done with everything else.”

“This sounds surprisingly straightforward,” Rasud said.

“Most plans are. At least until something goes wrong,” Henrik added.

“He’s right,” Tobias said. “I believe that’s another reason my boss hired you two. If things go wrong, you two stand a good chance of surviving. At least, I hope. If you two die, that doesn’t bode well for me.”

“Nothing wrong with self-preservation,” Rasud said. He looked around and sighed. “Not the most exciting place, is it?” he asked.

Henrik looked around at the grasslands. They looked the same in every direction, as far as he could see. Only the road, cutting straight through like an arrow, offered any respite from the monotony.

“May I see your bow?” Henrik asked, steering his horse closer to Tobias.

The soldier passed over his bow and quiver, which Henrik took and held in front of him. He examined it, noting its high quality. Well, with how much money Duke Ardun had, it made sense that his soldiers had the best equipment. He gripped the bow and began scanning the area.

“See something?” Tobias asked.

“Grouse,” Henrik replied. “Back there, I saw one hurry away from us. I’m sure our travel rations are good, but I prefer fresh food when possible.” He pulled an arrow from the quiver, glanced at the tip, then nocked it and held it in place.

“Can you hit a target that small from horseback?” Tobias asked, his voice openly doubtful.

“Never underestimate my friend’s ability to kill,” Rasud said. “Especially if he’s angry. You never want to see him angry, trust me.”

“As long as they’re not flying, I’ll be fine,” Henrik said, keeping his eyes on the land around them.

They rode in silence for a while as the sheer boredom of the expansive grasslands almost seemed to seep into them. On occasion several small birds flew away when their party rode near, but nothing large enough to eat.

An hour passed by and Henrik suddenly raised the bow. He pulled the string back to his cheek in one smooth motion and held it there, his eyes scanning. A brief flash of color had caught his eye.

There.

He released the bowstring, sending the arrow into a patch of brown grass. Three birds flew away, creating quite the racket.

“I think you scared them away. Better luck next time,” Tobias said.

Henrik ignored him and swung down from his saddle. He walked over to where he had fired the arrow and searched through the grass. A moment later, he picked up a medium-sized bird with speckled feathers, skewered right through the middle with his arrow. It was still alive so with a quick motion he snapped its neck so it wouldn’t suffer.

“Think you can hunt down some potatoes for me with that bow?” Rasud asked, looking at the dead bird in Henrik’s hand.

Henrik wrapped a leather thong around the bird’s feet, then tied it to the back of his saddle. He examined the arrow for a moment, then gasped it firmly and pulled it the rest of the way through the bird. It was still in usable shape, if a bit dirty. He grabbed one of his water skins and gave the arrow a quick rinse. Leaving it bloody would attract insects.

“You’ll have to find the potatoes yourself,” Henrik said. “But Tobias and I will feast on grouse tonight.”

Tobias looked at him and nodded. “Now, that’s something I can appreciate. Shame we don’t have any beer or wine to wash it down with. Just water.” He looked forlornly at his water skin.

“I’m sure Limestone will have something to drink other than the horse trough,” Rasud said, looking down at his own water skin.

“Should always carry strong wine,” Henrik said. “It can be used to keep wounds from getting infected.”

“And more importantly, it keeps me from getting cranky,” Rasud said. “We’ll make sure to pick up several skins in Limestone.”

They continued riding until the sun was low on the horizon behind them, causing their shadows to stretch far across the land. Riding in the dark was too risky; if a horse broke a leg, they’d have to buy another horse to continue, and none of the horses in Limestone would be as nice as Duke Ardun’s.

As the sun set, they found a relatively bare patch off the north side of the road and steered their horses there. Making camp was simple enough with three men in warm weather; just bedrolls and their saddles as pillows. Rasud picked the ground clean of grass and lit a small fire in the center, over which they cooked the grouse Henrik had killed.

Rasud complained loudly about the provisions they had been supplied with, noting that they were, in fact, mostly dried meat. At least there was some hard cheese and several loaves of crusty bread, so he proclaimed that he wouldn’t starve.

“Is he always like this?” Tobias asked quietly.

“Yes,” Henrik said. “But you won’t find a better man anywhere.”

“I heard that, Henrik,” Rasud said, narrowing his eyes. “I’m warning you; you keep up with that line of talk and I’ll start telling people you’re nice.”
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Bedrolls and saddle pillows weren’t the most comfortable things to sleep on, but the calm nature of the grasslands had them all out in no time. Henrik slept deeply, uninterrupted by dreams or loud drunks stumbling about on the street. It had been quite some time since he had slept that well, in fact. While he loved living in a city, the simple nature of sleeping peacefully had him reconsidering things.

Rasud was the last to wake, although all three of them woke with the sunrise. He stretched his arms over his head and let out a loud yawn, then twisted to each side until his back popped.

“Perhaps I should just retire out here, eh?” Rasud asked no one in particular as he clambered to his feet. “It’s rather peaceful, and as much fresh air as I can breathe. I’d build my house right…there,” he said, pointing just to the north. “No, that wouldn’t work. I’d need a stream or river nearby. I don’t know if I could dig deep enough for a well. I guess my search continues.”

“Can you create water with magic?” Tobias asked.

Rasud frowned for a moment. “Not like you think. Not in any way that would be helpful, at least.”

“What’s that even mean?” Tobias asked.

“It means he’s spent his entire life using magic to survive and kill,” Henrik explained. “So he could probably pull the water from your blood, but he can’t dig a well.”

Rasud snapped his fingers and pointed at Henrik. “My colleague here is correct. I can, in fact, pull the water from your blood. It’s rather difficult, though, so I’d prefer not to. Plus, then we wouldn’t know where to go.”

“Thanks,” Tobias said dryly.

“You’re quite welcome!” Rasud replied.

“So, onward to Limestone today?” Henrik asked as he rolled up his blankets and tied them firmly.

Tobias nodded. “Another day with only ourselves as company, so as long as Rasud here doesn’t drive us insane, I think it’ll be a peaceful time. Plus, we’ll sleep in beds tonight.”

“I do rather enjoy it out here, though,” Rasud said. “I wonder if I could simply bring a bed with me next time. Hmm….”

“Then you’d have to hitch your horse to a cart and lug all that around with you,” Tobias said, completely missing Rasud’s sarcasm.

“Exactly how far to Limestone?” Rasud asked.

“We’ll get there this evening,” Tobias said.

“I don’t suppose the serving girls are easy in a small town like that,” Rasud said to no one in particular.

“I wouldn’t even try, that far east,” Henrik said. “Especially if they’re having trouble with orcs. No offense, my friend.”

“None taken,” Rasud said. “And you’re right. I suppose I should pull my hood forward and be mysterious for a night. Perhaps I’ll just get some rest and confer with my ancestors.”

“Probably the best bet,” Tobias said. “Country folk can be touchy at times, and you never know what might set them off. But one thing that definitely would set them off would be an orc. Or, in your case, a half-orc.”

“Okay, I get the point,” Rasud said.

“Only trying to keep you safe,” Tobias said.

“If they bother me too much, I’ll just set them on fire,” Rasud muttered.

“Can he do that?” Tobias asked.

“Hmm? Yes, he can,” Henrik said. “I’ve seen him set three men on fire before. Burned them like bacon in a matter of seconds.”

“There you go again, talking about meat,” Rasud said. “I swear, it’s gone to your brain.”

No one spoke for a time after that. The three men just enjoyed the peace of the grasslands. Birds chirped on occasion and once they saw a large rabbit scurry away, but nothing larger than that. Granted, anything larger would be difficult to skin and clean, but Henrik found himself almost shocked at how sparse the grasslands were.

“What do people do out here?” Rasud asked. “Or more specifically, in a place like Limestone?”

“Have you never left the city?” Tobias asked.

“Only once,” Rasud said. “I was running from a large-breasted beauty I had spent the night with. When she woke and sobered up, she realized I was only half human and tried to stab me.”

“Sounds like your love life has been problematic,” Tobias said, meaning for sympathy.

“Ah, that was Susie though. She was one of the good ones,” Rasud said, smiling. “She was just figuring out what her love language was.”

Henrik burst out into laughter. With Rasud, there was no way to tell if he was recounting something from his past or making it up on the spot. The stranger the stories became, the more likely they were true, that much Henrik knew. Rasud was a strange man with an endless amount of stories.

“And you, Henrik?” Tobias asked.

“Are we sharing our life stories now?” Henrik asked.

Tobias shrugged. “We have to fill this time somehow, so we’ll talk of women and wine. Unless you can think of something better. Is there anyone back home for you?”

Henrik shook his head. “No,” he said simply.

“Henrik here has known the loving embrace of a woman more than most men, but he longs for a strong woman. Isn’t that right, Henrik?” Rasud grinned at him.

“Don’t make me hit you,” Henrik replied.

“A strong woman?” Tobias asked. “You mean a warrior woman? Someone to fight by your side?”

“Exactly,” Henrik said. “Sitting at home in front of a fireplace is not the life for me, at least not until I’m old and gray. I want to go out and grab life by the horns, and what better way to do it than with a woman by my side? A fierce woman that will watch my back during the day and warm my blankets at night.”

“Sorry, I look bad in a dress,” Rasud said with an exaggerated sigh. “Although I doubt many women could live up to the standard I’ve set in terms of battle prowess.”

Tobias frowned. “What’s that even mean? Are you saying you wear dresses?”

“No!” Rasud huffed. “I’m clearly joking, Tobias. Really, you need to learn to better appreciate my efforts, here.”

Tobias ran his fingers through his hair. “You are a strange man, Rasud,” he said.

“Thank you,” Rasud replied. “Did you want to finish your story, Henrik? You’ve lived an interesting life, after all.”

Henrik pursed his lips and thought. He still didn’t trust Tobias, but there was no harm in sharing life stories. As he said, they had to pass the time somehow.

“My early years are a bit fuzzy,” he began. “But from what I remember and have been able to piece together, I was sold to slavers as a young child. Or perhaps people posing as honest citizens, but they were secretly slavers. That’s a scam as old as scams and slavers. Either way, one of my earliest memories is being torn from my mother’s arms. I cried as they beat her.”

Tobias blinked. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Henrik grunted. “It shaped me. I worked with the slavers until I was about eight, and tried to escape every chance I got.”

“He has the scars to prove it,” Rasud added.

“I finally managed to sneak away and came back to the city. After asking around, I found an orphanage, and spent the rest of my childhood there. That’s where I met Rasud.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through all that,” Tobias said. “So you know nothing of your parents?”

Henrik shook his head. “Shortly after I arrived at the orphanage, the head mistress told me she might have seen my mother. She said the woman had visited the orphanage several times, looking for a child that fit my description. Her last visit was several months before I arrived.”

“So you never saw her?” Tobias asked.

“No,” Henrik said. “On her last visit, she wept for an hour and said she had lost all hope in life. After that, she left.”

“Do you think you could find her?”

Henrik shrugged. “Probably not. That was around fifteen years ago.”

“Well, that explains your brooding nature, but let’s talk of happier things,” Rasud said. “Do you think they’ll have wine in Limestone?”

“Wine?” Tobias shook his head. “No, a small town like that is more likely to have beer. They get enough travelers that the beer should be fresh, at least. Good wine is much more difficult to make than good beer.” He gestured out to the side. “Besides, this looks like the perfect place to grow barley.”

“I shall have to ask my ancestors if they can turn beer into wine,” Rasud said.

Tobias turned and looked a question at him.

“His magic,” Henrik explained. “The spirits of his ancestors do things for him.”

Tobias blinked. “Is this one of your jokes again?”

Rasud shook his head. “It comes from my orc blood. The gift is very rare among them, even rarer so for a halfbreed. But it’s rather strong with me. Yes, I can confer with the spirits of my ancestors. They are restless in the afterlife, so it’s easy to have them do things for me.”

“Things like….” Tobias began.

“Remember the man in Selfoss yesterday?” Rasud asked. “I asked the spirits to break his leg. They were eager to help.”

Tobias frowned. “So these spirits. They’re violent?”

“Not really,” Rasud said. “But they are my ancestors. They enjoy helping me and seeing me succeed, and they are fierce when it comes to fighting for me. Plus, when I call on them, they get a taste of life again. It’s a win-win situation for both of us.”

“Fascinating,” Tobias said. “I have never heard of this kind of magic.”

“Most people haven’t, outside of the orcs,” Rasud said. “Interestingly enough, I cannot learn what you would call traditional magic. I have no ability with it whatsoever.”

“And what about you, big man?” Tobias asked, looking over at Henrik.

“Huh?” Henrik asked.

“Any special talents, other than what we’ve seen with a bow?” Tobias clarified.

Henrik shrugged. He didn’t like talking about himself, unless maybe he was threatening someone.

“My friend here is too modest to boast,” Rasud said. “But you can travel for a hundred miles in any direction and you won’t find someone that can best him with a sword. Or fists, for that matter.”

“Is that so?” Tobias asked, looking at him in a new light. “Shame we don’t have any practice blades handy. I would enjoy a sparring partner.”

Henrik just shrugged again.

“Really, we have to work on your social skills, Henrik,” Rasud said. “You can’t just whore and fight your way through life.”

“I can certainly try,” Henrik said.

“Well, as long as you don’t mix the two and start fighting whores,” Rasud said. “I won’t stand for that.”

Henrik just laughed.

“How long have you two been working together?” Tobias asked after a period of silence.

Rasud and Henrik looked at each other. “Since we first met,” Henrik replied.

“We grew up in the same orphanage, remember,” Rasud explained. “On the south side of the city. One meant for halfbreeds and other outcasts. Not the best place, but the mothers there did their best.”

Tobias frowned for a moment. “I don’t know if it’s something that’s important to you or not, but when we get back you could probably convince Duke Ardun to donate some money to that orphanage. Even a small donation from him will fund them for a decade.”

“That is something to consider. I thank you,” Rasud said.

They rode in silence for a while after that, eating a cold lunch in the saddle. Rasud managed to keep his complaining to a minimum while munching on crusty bread and hard cheese, but he made it clear he wouldn’t be touching any of the dried meat. Henrik just took it for himself. He ate twice as much as the small man anyways, so he could use the extra food.

And finally, as the evening sun was approaching the horizon, the town of Limestone came into view.
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Henrik was used to the towering buildings and dense crowds of Selfoss, so his first sight of the small town was an eye-opener. Most of the buildings were made from fieldstone and cob—Henrik expected wooden houses, but then he realized trees were in short supply in this area—and none of them were over two stories tall. Most buildings lacked fireplaces as well; this far south, it wasn’t really a requirement. Only one building had a chimney, but no smoke rose from it.

“Right there,” Tobias said, pointing to the lone building with the chimney. “Let’s hitch our horses and start talking to the locals.” He looked over at Rasud. “You might want to sit this one out. No offense.”

“None taken,” Rasud said, grabbing the hood of his robe and pulling it over his head. “I have no desire to rub elbows with those that would call me dog, and this seems like just that type of place.”

They approached the stables and a teenage boy came out. His eyes widened at the sight of Tobias in his shining mail armor and brightly colored tabard, and widened further at hulking Henrik with his hard face and massive sword. Rasud, he stared at for a moment, trying to see into his hood.

“Take good care of our horses, now,” Rasud said, flicking him a coin. It gleamed silver in the evening light.

The boy caught it and his eyes bulged when he saw what it was. “Yes, my lord,” he said, knuckling his forehead. He helped each man unload their equipment, then led their horses to the stables.

“How much did you pay him?” Henrik asked.

“Enough that he won’t mind the color of my skin if he sees it,” Rasud replied.

“To be honest, that’s a good use of your money,” Tobias said. He carried his shield and bow with him this time, not wanting to leave them in the stable.

They approached the old inn, which had a wooden sign above the front door that designated it End of the Road.

Rasud laughed when he saw it. “A rather ominous name, wouldn’t you say? Perhaps they meant it in a different way.” He pushed the door open and the three men entered the tavern.

A hush fell over the room as everyone turned to see who had arrived. In a small town this far to the east, they were likely used to the same people every night; friends and neighbors. Travelers would always draw attention, but the nature of these stood out.

Tobias was clearly a professional soldier, with his gleaming mail armor, tabard, and kite shield. Henrik stood a head taller than anyone else in the room and wore a heavy sword at his hip, which drew plenty of glances. People didn’t wear swords out here. And then there was Rasud, a smaller man, but wearing robes with the hood pulled forward so that no one could clearly see his face.

A heavyset man with a white apron that had seen better days hurried up to them, and gave a slight bow as he approached.

“A fine evening to you, good masters. Will you be taking food and drink tonight? Rooms? Hamil is my name, and I’m pleased to serve.”

“Three rooms,” Tobias said, taking the lead. “And a table for me and the big man. My smaller colleague here will take his food in his room. He is doing important research, so once his food is delivered I ask that you not bother him.” Tobias reached into his coinpurse and pulled out several silver coins, then passed them to Hamil.

Hamil’s eyes widened at the sight of so much silver. “Of course, my lords,” he said, bowing his head several times. He raised his voice to the serving woman that was walking by. “Francine! Get these fine gentlemen a table and some ale while I prepare their rooms.”

“Funny how a handful of silver will turn ‘good masters’ into ‘my lords,’” Rasud said with a quiet chuckle as Hamil hurried away.

Francine directed them to a nearby table, and the three of them sat. Several people tried to catch a glance inside Rasud’s hood, so he kept his head down and the hood pulled forward. Knowing him, he probably had a spell to keep his face in shadow. Henrik sat down and made sure to relax his face. He had a bad habit of glaring at everyone. He couldn’t help it; it was just how he looked at things.

Francine arrived a moment later with three mugs of ale in her hands. She was a pretty woman in her middle years, with her blouse unlaced just far enough to hint at what lay beneath. Her eyes were dark brown, as was her hair, which was pulled back and tied with a red ribbon. On any other day, Henrik would have tried his luck with her, but they had more important matters at hand. Besides, she had a no-nonsense demeanor about her.

“Good evening, my lords,” she said, placing her fists on her hips and looking at each one of them. “Now, the lot of you is clearly not from around here. Are you from the city?”

Henrik nodded, but it was Tobias that answered.

“Yes ma’am,” he said. “We would like some information of recent events, if possible. An attack on some of the local farmers. My employer wants to put a stop to such things.” He indicated the tabard on his chest with Duke Ardun’s colors.

Francine frowned. “Yeah, they avoided us for all our lives until recently. Not sure why they suddenly got all vicious. Some say it’s that new chief of theirs, making them want to fight everyone. Or maybe farms are just an easy source of food. Either way…if you could deal with them, I’d help however I could.”

“Can you tell us which farms were raided? Or more specifically, where they are?” Tobias asked, eager now that he had a snippet of information.

She shook her head. “No. East, probably. East and south. I usually don’t bother myself with such things.”

“And here you are, my lords,” Hamil said as he hurried back to the table with three large keys in his fat hand. He handed one to each of the men. “All on the second floor. My best rooms, of course.” He turned to Rasud. “My lord, if you wish to go to your room now, I will bring your food up myself as soon as it is ready.”

Rasud nodded. “I would like that. No meat in my dinner, please.” He pushed himself to his feet and walked to the stairs, never looking to the side.

“Your friend is a mysterious one, isn’t he?” Hamil said as he watched Rasud walk away.

“He is a man of books,” Henrik said. “A collector of ancient knowledge. The kind of man that enjoys his peace.”

Hamil watched him for another moment, then turned to Henrik as the subtle meaning of his words set in. “Oh, of course my lord! No one will bother him here. I run a tight crew, me and Francine that is. We keep things under control.”

“They were asking about the recent raids,” Francine said, then left the table and went to the kitchen.

“Oh,” Hamil said, his demeanor suddenly changing. “Yes, well…no one is happy about that. Not many people were harmed, but plenty of food was stolen. Out here, that’s all many people have. They sell sheep and barley and wheat to the city to make their living. Taking that from them takes away their ability to feed their children.” He shook his head. “I can’t tell you much, but one of the farmers is here. He might be able to. Should I call him over?”

“No need,” Henrik said. “Can you just tell us roughly where his farm is located? In relation to Limestone.”

Hamil rubbed at his chins with a fat finger. “Well, if memory serves, you take the southern road from town and just follow it for half a day. It eventually turns east and then you’ll come across Abner’s farm.”

“Does the north road also turn east?” Henrik asked.

“East and west,” he replied. “A few miles north of here it splits. I would advise you to avoid the eastern road, though. Almost no one travels it, save for the one or two farmers brave enough to live out that way. You go an hour or two beyond that and you’re in no man’s land.”

“Why do you call it that?” Tobias asked.

Hamil gave a nervous chuckle. “Oh, my lords, I don’t want you to have a laugh at us country folk and our beliefs. Suffice to say there are plenty of stories of things far to the north and east that would chill your blood.”

“How many dragons live out there?” Henrik asked.

Hamil hurriedly glanced around to see if anyone had overheard Henrik’s question. “We don’t talk about them, my lords,” he said quietly. “Most people believe them just stories or children’s fancies. A lot of people come through here, and I’ve heard men talk about it, though.”

“What did they say?” Henrik asked, leaning forward.

Hamil chose his words carefully. “I don’t want to speak no words that ain’t true, my lords. Remember, this is just what I heard.”

Henrik nodded impatiently.

Hamil glanced around one more time, then spoke quietly. “A man came in, only two or three weeks ago. I never seen someone so frightened. He looked like he had seen the dead walking. He had been a farmer along that eastern road I told you about. According to him…. Well, he said one day one of those things appeared out of nowhere. It swooped down and grabbed one of his sheep, and damn near scared the rest of them half to death.”

“A dragon ate his sheep?” Tobias asked. “Well, easier than hunting, I suppose.”

“The strangest thing was that he said a woman rode the dragon, just as a man might ride a horse. Even had a saddle, right there on the dragon’s shoulders. She threw something shiny at him. He looked around and found it, and it was a gold coin. I suppose she was paying him for the lost sheep.”

“Dragon rider,” Henrik said, glancing at Tobias, who nodded. “Well, she paid the man. Someone evil wouldn’t have done that. Can you tell me anything else about her? Or the dragon?”

“The farmer questioned his own mind after that,” Hamil continued. “Said the woman was the most beautiful person he’d ever seen. It made no sense, her riding on a dragon. He thought he was losing his mind and seeing things, except one of his sheep missing proved the woman and the dragon really were there. So he set his animals free, grabbed all of his money he had saved, and left. Said he couldn’t live out there no more.”

“How far to the east is this farm?” Henrik asked.

Hamil looked at him for a moment. “You aren’t planning on going out there, are you? My lords, it isn’t safe. Meaning no offense, my lord, you certainly look like you can handle yourself, but—” he lowered his voice to a whisper and looked around. “A damn dragon!”

“Just answer the question, friend,” Tobias said, keeping his voice easy so as not to intimidate the nervous innkeeper.

Hamil rubbed at his chins again. “Well, if you take the north road, it turns to the east after a few hours’ ride. Keep going that way…. Judging by when he arrived and when he said it happened, it should take you most of the day to get there.”

“Thank you,” Henrik said. After a moment he reached into his coinpurse and withdrew a silver coin, then slid it across the table to Hamil. “Information has value. You’ve been a great help.”

“Oh! Oh, thank you, my lords,” Hamil said as he snatched up the coin. He knuckled his forehead to them and half-bowed. “If there’s anything else I can do, please let me know.”

“That was much easier than I expected,” Henrik said as he watched Hamil walk away.

“Well, you have to remember one thing,” Tobias said, finally drinking his ale. “Oh, that’s good. Out here, not much happens beyond farming and herding. Some man walks in, looking half-crazed and talking of a dragon…. People will listen. Many will dismiss his words as ramblings of a madman, but smart ones like Hamil will tuck that information away.”

Francine stopped by their table at that moment holding plates piled high with thick slices of meat and what looked like green beans but in a rainbow of colors. She set the plates in front of the men, then pulled heavy forks from a pocket of her apron and gave them one each.

“Now, you boys enjoy this, and let me know if you want more,” she said, giving each of them a motherly smile.

“Oh, this is just excellent,” Tobias said after a bite. “I could get used to life out here. Fresh food, fresh air, people calling me my lord.” He chuckled. He turned and glanced at Francine walking away. Her hips had a bit of a sway to them. “Nice women, too.”

“Nothing to do but count sheep,” Henrik said, although he agreed the food was wonderful. Even the beans. Rasud would enjoy that. And while a peaceful life was appealing at times, Henrik knew he would get bored within a month.

They each had a second round of ale and shared stories, mostly tales of fights they had experienced. Henrik also had a second helping of food. While Henrik still didn’t trust Tobias, he found himself warming up to the man a bit once Tobias had stopped being such a blatant asshole. He seemed to be quite an experienced fighter as well, if any of his stories were to be believed. It was fortunate Henrik didn’t cross swords with him when he infiltrated Duke Ardun’s palace.

Eventually, they retired to their rooms. Henrik removed his sword belt and leaned it against the door, then barely pulled his boots off before lying on the bed, still fully clothed. Two mugs of ale and three helpings of dinner and he was out in a matter of minutes.

His peace didn’t last long, unfortunately.
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It was the sound of angry shouting that tore Henrik from the depths of his slumber.

He snorted himself awake and was on his feet in an instant. Not even bothering with his boots, he rushed towards the door, beside which he had set his sword. But his sword wasn’t there, and it wasn’t just hiding in the darkness of the room. His sword belt was there, but the sword had been removed from the scabbard. Had he forgotten to lock the door last night? He grabbed his knife and pulled the door open.

The moment he stepped into the hallway he saw the problem. Rasud stood there, a flame burning above his open palm and anger on his face. Light from the magical fire made shadows dance along the walls and cast his face in a particularly villainous manner. In front of him stood a dozen drunken men that called for his head. One of them clutched Henrik’s sword in his grasp and held it high overhead.

“What is the meaning of this?” Henrik roared, loud enough that nearly everyone turned their heads towards him. He gripped the handle of his knife tightly and took a step towards the crowd.

“Him!” one of the men shouted as he pointed at Henrik. Half of the crowd turned to face him, although no one was particularly eager to get close to a man Henrik’s size.

“You brought that fucking monster here!” another man shouted.

“Orcs killed my daughter!

“Killed half of my flock two months ago!”

“For the last time, I’m only half orc!” Rasud growled, but no one cared to listen.

“Get out of here before we take your head!”

“He’s a witchman, too! Confers with demons, I heard him!”

Several of the men facing Henrik turned back to Rasud and joined in the taunting. Henrik crossed the distance in two steps and grabbed the nearest man by the scruff of his neck, then slammed him face-first against the wall. The man crumpled to the floor, breath whistling through a thoroughly broken nose.

“Does anyone else want to threaten my friend?” Henrik asked, taking a step towards the next closest man, who just so happened to be the man that had taken his sword. “Looks like I forgot to lock my door when I went to sleep,” Henrik said quietly. “And you came into my room and stole from me.”

“I needed a sword to face down this orc, you big dumb son of a whore!” the man shouted. He raised the sword as if to swing it.

Henrik rushed it and grabbed the man’s wrist with a crushing grip, then slammed his forehead into the man’s face. He tore the sword from the man’s hand as he fell, breaking several fingers in the process.

Anger boiled in his gut. “Who’s next?” he shouted. He took a deep breath to try to calm his nerves. He didn’t need to lose his temper. Not here. These were just angry farmers with too much ale in their bellies.

Another door slammed open and Tobias stepped out, in his smallclothes but with sword and shield in hand. He entered the hallway behind Rasud.

“What’s going on here?” he demanded. “Rasud, you’ll burn the place down!”

“Good,” Rasud said. “All I did was go to the outhouse to take a piss. It was early in the morning so I was careless. Someone saw my face, and you can see what the result of that was.”

“Get that orc out of here!” a man shouted, although not with quite as much vitriol as before.

“He’s only half-orc, and he’s a good man!” Tobias said, shouldering past Rasud. Tobias towered over him, nearly a foot taller, and set his shield in front of his body as if he intended to slam it into the next man that opened his mouth. “We came here in peace and this is how you treat us?” He sounded nearly as angry as Henrik.

Henrik slipped his knife back in its sheath, then took a step closer to the nearest man. That man was focused on Rasud and Tobias, so he didn’t notice until it was too late. Henrik brought his hand down on the man’s shoulder, right at the base of his neck, and squeezed as hard as he could.

“Aahhh!” the man shouted, trying to peel away Henrik’s fingers. It was no use. There were few men alive that had a grip as strong as Henrik. Maybe that new king in Akranes, Owyn. Maybe. The man whimpered and fell to his knees.

“No, no, no!” Hamil shouted as he ran up the stairs to the second floor. A nightshirt covered him to his knees, and he held a bare candle in one hand and a brass-studded cudgel in the other. “All of you, out right now! I run a peaceful establishment!”

“They brought an orc in here!” one of the men shouted, although the fight had gone out of most of them.

“A what?” Hamil demanded. He turned to Henrik. “Put that sword down, right this instant!”

Henrik lowered his sword and turned to the fat man. “Our friend Rasud is half-orc,” he explained. “He is a peaceful man, and is here to help us, but was threatened and attacked by your patrons.” He took another deep breath. His anger rose just speaking those words aloud.

“How dare you,” Hamil said, glaring at the drunken men. “Out! All of you, right now, or I’ll let this giant chop you in half with his sword!”

“Take your friend with you,” Henrik said, pointing at the man with the broken nose, still wheezing on the floor.

One by one, the men staggered away and dragged their friends with them. Hamil waved his cudgel around and made several convincing threats, but Henrik didn’t think he was the type of man that could actually use it. To a drunk though, it didn’t matter.

“For the disturbance,” Henrik said, handing Hamil a silver coin. He looked down at the bloodstains on the wall and floor, then handed him a second coin. “And the mess.”

“I have nothing against you,” Hamil said, giving Rasud a hard look. “I can see now that you’re only half-orc, and you came in peace. But word will spread like wildfire. Speaking of which.” He gave Rasud a pointed look.

“Oh, yeah,” Rasud said. He chanted a few words and the flames above his hand went out.

“Just take your things and go,” Hamil said, sounding resigned to the whole situation. “I want no more violence in my inn. Those men had more ale than sense in them, which means there’s a chance they went home to gather their friends up and come back here. With the raids over the past year, people take orcs seriously. The sooner you’re gone, the safer you’ll be.”

“Can’t even get a full night’s sleep,” Rasud muttered, walking back into his room. He slammed the door behind him.

“I’ll meet you two at the stables in ten minutes,” Tobias said, loud enough that Rasud would be able to hear through the door.

Henrik thrust his sword into its scabbard and went back to his room. Glancing through the small window, he saw that it was still pitch black outside. Well, at least they would be sleeping outside for a while, so he wouldn’t have to worry about these sorts of things for some time. He grabbed his few possessions and went back into the hallway, the faint light from the sconces offering pitiful illumination.

A few minutes later he arrived at the stables. He shouted for the stable boy, who nearly fell out of the hayloft in surprise. The boy scrambled to him and Henrik passed him a coin.

“Get our horses ready immediately,” he ordered, trying not to be too firm with the boy. No sense in scaring him out of his mind in the middle of the night.

When the boy came back leading horses, Henrik pulled out another silver coin. At this rate, the boy was going to be one of the wealthiest people in the town. He handed the boy the coin as he accepted the reins to his horse.

“If anyone asks, we went that way,” Henrik said, pointing at the road that led towards Selfoss. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lord,” the boy said, sounding mildly terrified.

Henrik checked his horse and the saddle straps. Rasud showed up a moment later, still grumbling under his breath. At least his hood was pulled back up.

“The sooner we leave, the better,” he said, pulling a coin from his purse. He flicked it to the boy, who caught it in mid-hair. “You. Boy. If anyone asks about us, tell them we went in that direction,” he said as he pointed at the road that led back to Selfoss.

“Of course, my lord,” the boy said, bowing.

“I already paid him for that,” Henrik said.

Rasud shrugged. “Not like we can’t afford it. And he’s less likely to double cross us if we pay him well.” His voice sounded sour.

Tobias arrived a few minutes later, his sword belted around his waist but his mail armor in a bundle beneath his arm. He grumbled as he approached the other two men.

“Well, we’re off to a good start,” he said, accepting the reins from the stable boy. He pulled a coin from his purse and handed it to the boy. “Hey, if anyone asks, tell them we went back to Selfoss.”

“Yes, my lord,” the boy said. Henrik and Rasud laughed.

“Best to be safe,” Henrik said at the look on Tobias’s face.

Together, the three of them swung into their saddles. Both men and horses were tired, but they guided the animals onto the road. Henrik took a moment to orient himself, then started north. The other two men followed.

Henrik glanced over his shoulder and saw faint dots of light in the distance. “Torches,” he said, his voice grim. “Hamil was right, they’re in a panic over orcs here. We left just in time.”

“Now what?” Rasud asked, his voice grumpy. He stifled a yawn behind a fist.

“We ride!” Henrik said, spurring his horse forward.
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They kept their horses at a gallop as they passed through the town. Fortunately, most people were asleep at that hour, with the exception of the group wielding torches far behind them.

“That could have ended in disaster,” Henrik said, slowing his horse to a fast walk once they were well outside of the town.

“Thankfully, you smashed that poor man’s face against the wall,” Rasud said with a bit of his usual lightness. “And to think, I was just going to set them all on fire.”

“Probably would have burned the whole place down,” Tobias said, rubbing his eyes. “Well, at least we know where we need to start looking. Thankfully the innkeeper was helpful.”

“It’s a shame, isn’t it?” Rasud pondered aloud. “People can’t see beyond skin level. Stuck and drowning in the muck of their own preconceived notions. At least in the city, most won’t go any further than simply insulting me. It’s been a while since someone wanted my head.”

Tobias let out a tired laugh that sounded more like a grunt. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, the dragon probably won’t mind your orc blood. You’ll be a tasty snack, just the same.”

Rasud nodded slowly. “Yes, I suppose there is that. I don’t know if I should be appreciative or offended that the dragon would try to eat me. Well, hopefully I won’t have to set a dragon on fire.”

Tobias eyed him warily after that. While Rasud treated every situation like a joke, Tobias had seen the foot-tall flames dancing above his hand back in the tavern. The short jokester was indeed a dangerous man.

Outside of the town of Limestone, the road continued lazily to the north, passing between farms. With the size of some of them, just visible by the light of the moon, Henrik began to wonder if some of the farmers were wealthier than their bluff exteriors suggested. The sheer amount of grain some of those farms grew had to be worth a small fortune. Of course, it would take an army of farmers just to harvest it.

As the sky to the east began to lighten and turn deep red, the road began its slow curve to the right. Farms were still a regular sight this far out, although sometimes otherwise barren grasslands would separate them. Henrik couldn’t help but think it was one of the most boring places he had ever been.

A small deer-like creature bolted away to their right. Tobias snatched up his bow, but by the time he got an arrow nocked the animal was gone.

“Well, at least something lives out here,” he said. “Maybe with some luck I’ll get the next one.”

“Apples,” Rasud said as he watched the animal bound away in the morning light. “What I would give for a handful of apples right now.”

“Can’t make a saddle out of apple skin,” Henrik said. “Well, I suppose you could, but it would fall apart under its own weight.”

Rasud looked at him, eyes narrowing. “Fair point. But I still want some apples.”

“Bread and cheese for you,” Henrik said as he reached back into his saddlebags. “Bread and cheese for all of us, I suppose. At least I remembered to get some wine.” He grabbed a wineskin and tossed it to his small friend.

Rasud caught it in the air and his face melted into a smile. He pulled the cork and took a sip from the skin. “Not the best wine I’ve ever had, but a welcome surprise on this otherwise exhausting morning.” He threw the wineskin back to Henrik.

“Have you given any thought to how you two are going to steal the egg?” Tobias asked.

“A little, but plans have a tendency to change with the situation. Right now I’m hoping we can get close and observe for a full day. Then I’ll sneak in that night once we’re sure they’re asleep. Pray the orcs stay to the south.”

“I have some magic that can help keep you hidden,” Rasud said. “I can go part of the way with you.”

“Yes,” Tobias replied. “It’s hard to get exact numbers, even with the duke’s scouts. But they have a handful of raiding parties that have been causing trouble at the farms and the southern villages. There’s only a handful of them, usually with two or three dozen men in each. A large enough force to do some real damage, but small enough to move quickly and live off the land. I’ve even heard rumors that one has a witch-woman riding with them.”

“A witch-woman, you say?” Rasud asked, perking up a bit. He ran his hands over his shaggy black hair, pushing it back. “You think she’s single? I wonder if she’d be interested in a witchman.”

“She’d probably eat your liver,” Henrik said with a laugh. “Orc women are wild enough. Add in magic and there’s no telling what she’d do.”

“Well, if she fucked me first, that might be agreeable,” Rasud said. “It’s been a while.”

“You don’t think much past your dick, do you?” Tobias asked.

Rasud shrugged. “Why should I? Very few things are as important to me as my cock and where I choose to put it.”

Tobias laughed, but kept his eyes on their surroundings. “Hard to argue with that, really.”

Henrik continued his thoughts. “Once I have the egg, I’ll sneak out and join back up with Rasud, then we’ll come to you. We’ll travel directly east under the cover of night, then start angling south once the sun rises.”

“Any reason for that?” Tobias asked.

“I want to avoid traveling on the same path we used to approach the cave,” Henrik said. “Plus, we might be able to hide better at the base of the mountains, if need be. I’m sure there are more caves in that range.”

“What if you get eaten?” Rasud asked.

“Then you two hurry out of there,” Henrik said.

“I’m no good at sneaking around,” Tobias said. “I like my armor too much. I’ll stay back and watch the horses. Keep them ready in case you two come running out and need to flee.”

“As long as the orcs stay away, we’ll be fine,” Henrik said.

“Not too keen on them?” Tobias asked.

“My friend is not a fan of orcs, or anything else that could possibly kill him, if that is what you’re asking,” Rasud said. “He puts up with me because I’m such a charming companion. Isn’t that right?”

“I stepped in horse shit once,” Henrik said. “Kind of reminds me—”

“Oh, you stop that right now,” Rasud said. “That’s it. I’m setting you up on a date with the first orc woman we see. Or better yet, the dragon.”

“Maybe the dragon rider, if I’m lucky,” Henrik said. “You heard what Hamil said about them. Imagine that, a beautiful woman riding a dragon.”

“The only thing I’m imagining is why she would bother with you, when I’m around,” Rasud said.

That got a laugh out of all of them.

Tobias suddenly raised his bow and pulled the string back to his cheek. A moment later he loosed. His arrow struck a dense patch of scraggly bushes and a small deer bleated and scrambled away. An arrow was straight through its ribs, so it didn’t get far.

“Sorry, no apples for you,” Tobias said to Rasud. “But Henrik and I will have a feast for lunch.”

And feast they did. In their saddlebags, each man even had a small package of salt, which made the deer taste quite good when cooked over an open fire. Even Rasud had some, although he complained the entire time that he wouldn’t shit for a week after eating so much meat. They let the horses graze while they ate.

“I don’t think we’re going to get much sleep once we get closer to the dragon,” Henrik said as he turned in a slow circle and looked around them. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. We should take advantage of that while we can.”

With that, the three men settled down for a post-lunch nap.
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They woke two hours later, although Rasud had to be shaken to get up. He would have snored the rest of the day away, had they let him.

Feeling more refreshed, they mounted their horses and continued the boring journey through the monotonous lands. It was wild grass as far as the eye could see, and where it wasn’t grass, it was farmland. Henrik felt like he hadn’t seen more than a handful of trees the entire day.

As the hours dragged on and the sun passed overhead, a low stone wall came into view on the left side of the road. Calling it a wall was a bit generous; a wall-shaped pile of fieldstone was more accurate. Henrik couldn’t imagine how long it took the farmer to dig up all those stones, much less stack them into a wall, but the stones as well as the lands beyond clearly marked this as a farm. His house looked to have been built from the same stones.

“I wonder if anyone from Limestone tried to follow us?” Henrik wondered aloud.

“Hopefully not,” Tobias said. “I would imagine once they sobered up a bit, they turned and went back home. Although at least the stable boy sent them all in the wrong direction.”

They stopped for a moment and looked at the farm. It had been recently abandoned, that much was clear. The house was still in good repair, but a layer of dirt covered everything. Henrik saw a pitchfork nearby, and the tines had a layer of rust on them. No farmer worth his salt would let that happen.

“This was the farmer that saw the dragon,” Henrik said.

“Look over there,” Rasud said, pointing to a section of the field near the fence. The dry ground was torn up, as if something massive had dug at it.

“That’s where the dragon got his sheep,” Henrik said.

“How big are these damn things?” Tobias asked.

“Big,” Rasud said as he clicked his tongue at his horse. It continued walking past the farm. “Although seeing that, I assume ‘really fucking big’ might be a better way to phrase it. But at least this crater in the ground is a break from the monotony. Your boss should pay us extra for how dreary this is.”

“Ah, it’s not so bad,” Tobias said, gesturing at the barren land around them. “Fresh air, and plenty of, uh, mostly dead grass, although there’s less as we get closer to the mountains. Well, if anyone else is out here, at least it should be easy to spot them.”

“Speaking of which, please tell me you brought a looking glass,” Henrik said.

“Of course. It’s in my saddlebags,” Tobias said.

“We’ll have to take turns keeping an eye on the horizon,” Henrik said. “I want to stay far away from anything else out here.” He pointed at the trail in front of them. “I don’t think anyone has been on this road for years, not including the farmer that left a few weeks ago. Although it looks like even he probably didn’t go out this far.”

Tobias squinted at the ground and nodded. Henrik wasn’t sure if the soldier knew what to look for, but it came easily to his eyes.

They continued east until the path disappeared and only a trampled strip of grass remained. That, they followed, and after some time Tobias pulled the looking glass from his saddlebags and began scanning the area.

“Anything?” Henrik asked, although he already knew the answer.

“Just scraggly brown grass, as far as the eye can see,” Tobias answered. He slipped the leather cap over the end and handed the looking glass to Rasud.

“I should have brought a book,” Rasud muttered, slipping the looking glass into one of his robe pockets. “It is positively dreadful out here. I could almost wish for someone to attack us so I would have something to do.”

“Not out here,” Henrik said. “This dry ground is easy to slip on. You have to watch out for dust and sand, also. It seems a small thing, until you get dust in your eyes while someone is trying to kill you.”

Tobias nodded. “Good tip. I’ve never fought in land like this.” He looked around them. “Not quite a desert, but it’s close.”

“At least we don’t have to worry about it raining,” Henrik said. “I hate fighting in the rain. Sword gets slippery, water drips into your eyes, boots want to slide everywhere.”

“I’ve never experienced it, but I’ve heard fighting in the cold can be dreadful,” Tobias said. “Your fingers and toes get stiff from the cold. You work up a sweat from the heat of battle, and the moment you stop the sweat freezes and you’re even colder.”

“I’m glad I never bothered with using swords,” Rasud said. “None of what you described sounds enjoyable, not in the least.”

“If it makes you feel better, there aren’t really any good fights,” Henrik said. “Rain, snow, sunshine. Doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t call any of it fun.”

“I don’t know, sometimes when I’m slamming my shield into someone, I feel truly alive,” Tobias said. “It’s a feeling I don’t get anywhere else.”

“I can agree with that,” Henrik said.

Rasud looked at both men and harrumphed. “Well, every time I set a man on fire, he smells of burned meat, and I absolutely detest that smell. It just reminds me that Henrik here needs to take better care of himself.”

Henrik laughed. “The seasons change, kings change, over the centuries even gods change. I’m glad you’ll never change, Rasud.”

“Well, I’m just glad you consider me better than weather, monarchs, and deities,” Rasud replied.

They rode for what felt like forever as the sun slowly descended behind them. Rasud did his best to keep them entertained by telling ridiculous stories. Tobias still never quite knew when he was serious or not. For that matter, half the time Henrik didn’t either, and he had been the man’s best friend for more than a decade.

“You know who I miss?” Tobias said. “And this might sound odd, but Mother Elara. Now there’s a kind soul. My mother passed years ago, so it was nice to be around someone with that same kind of warmth.”

“Yes, Mother Dura was much the same,” Rasud said. “I could only wish for someone like that in my life. Maybe when we get back I’ll ask her to adopt me.”

Henrik laughed. “She has devoted her life to a higher calling. I have a feeling she wouldn’t give it up for anything. She seemed sad, though. Loving, but sad.”

“Yeah, I caught that as well. Sad, like she’d never forgive herself.”

“Mother Elara wasn’t like that,” Tobias said. “She raised five children and all of them were successful, so she wanted to give back to the gods. She works at the temple, hoping to bring some joy into other lives.” He shrugged. “At least, that’s what she said. No reason to doubt her.”

“That’s such a rare quality these days, don’t you think?” Rasud asked.

“Not often, but you’re young and healthy. Think all you want,” Henrik replied.

Rasud looked at him, eyes wide in shock. “Henrik! You told a joke! And not only that, a funny one!”

“Oh, don’t ruin the moment,” Henrik said.

Tobias laughed. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“By the gods, some of my charm must be rubbing off on you,” Rasud said. “I must redouble my efforts. Soon, the women will be laughing with you, instead of at you.”

Tobias laughed even harder.

“Okay, what should we joke about, my friend?” Rasud tapped his lower lip as he thought. “Well, my mind always goes one place, and that’s women. How’s this? A man walks up to a prostitute and asks what she’ll do for three silver. ‘Anything,’ she replies. ‘Anything?’ he asks. ‘Yes, anything,’ she says again. He hands her three silver. ‘Here, go paint my house.’”

Tobias laughed so hard he wheezed. Henrik just groaned.

As the sun began to set, they slowed their horses and finally dismounted. Tobias took a moment to look behind them, at the sunset.

“Will you look at that?” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful.”

“Not even me?” Rasud asked as he swung his leg down from his horse. “Yes, that is quite lovely though.”

Henrik turned and watched the sky. Only a few thin clouds streaked across the sky, and they took the bright reds and oranges and shaded them to pink. The sky seemed to go on forever out here, and cast an orange glow on everything.

“Don’t get to see that very often in the city,” Henrik said. “Buildings block the view, and the air is so muggy I think the sun is just grateful to be gone.”

“Why Henrik, that was rather poetic of you,” Rasud said. “I swear, I’m proud of the progress you’ve been making lately.”

“Oh, stop,” Henrik said. “Help me set up our camp. Not that there’s much to do.”

Together they untacked their horses and arranged their saddles in a loose circle. There was no wood to burn, nor was it particularly chilly that evening, so there was no need for a fire. Henrik drove a stake in the ground and looped their reins around it so the horses wouldn’t run away at night. After that, the three men settled down in a circle, reclining against their saddles.

“You know, this isn’t as uncomfortable as I thought it would be,” Rasud said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder to indicate his saddle.

“You say that as if you haven’t done it before,” Tobias said. “I would expect a man of your sort had slept on his saddle quite a few times.”

Rasud chuckled. “Oh Tobias, you underestimate me. I don’t like leaving the city. Do you see anyone to rob out here? Any mansions or palaces to sneak into? No, I prefer to stay within the confines of the city wall, and once my work is done, sleep in my own bed. Or preferably, in the arms of a woman.”

Tobias shook his head. “You seem like a decent fellow. I do wish you had a better way to earn your bread.”

“I do enjoy good bread,” Rasud said.

“He’s limited in that,” Henrik explained. “No one will hire a half-orc man. He could become a man whore.”

“No chance of that happening,” Rasud muttered.

“Or he could use his considerable talents and steal a few gold pieces from the wealthiest people in the city,” Henrik finished. He looked over at his friend, who was still muttering about how he would never be a man whore. “He’s a better man than you’d believe. Half of the orphanages in the city practically depend on his handouts to stay open, since the king won’t pay them enough.”

“The king,” Tobias muttered. “I know I’d lose my head for saying this, but he doesn’t do half the job he should. Sometimes I think he enjoys sitting on his throne more than actually being a king. I’ve heard his advisors and his council do all the work for him, while he just drinks and eats and whores his way through the days.”

“I can think of worse ways to spend my time,” Rasud said.

“Yeah, but he’s the king,” Tobias said. “Call it treason, I don’t care. We need someone better on the throne, like some of those northern kings that work their asses off. Someone with ambition. Someone willing to work hard to better our nation and our city.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re going to mention your boss next?” Rasud asked.

“We could do far worse than him,” Tobias said with a frown. “He’s not always a pleasant man, but he is fair. Remember, you stole from him and killed two of his men, and he saved you from the hangman, Henrik.”

“By sending me on a mission almost guaranteed to find me in a dragon’s belly,” Henrik said.

“Yes, but at least he gave you the chance. The king wouldn’t do that. Hell, he wouldn’t even pass judgement. He’d just let one of his advisors do all the work.”

“You have a point there,” Henrik said. “So, is Ardun eyeing the throne?”

Tobias shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve heard whispers, but no more than that. It wouldn’t surprise me. He’s already the wealthiest man in the kingdom, and money is power. If he wanted to take the throne, I don’t think it would be difficult.”

“Well, all of that is fine and dandy, but it’s above my head and above my concern,” Rasud said. “Right now, all I’m worried about is how much sleep I’m going to get tonight. I have a bad feeling Henrik is going to wake me as soon as the sun rises.”

“What a smart man you are,” Henrik said with a toothy grin. He slid down until his head was resting on his saddle. “Might as well get what shuteye we can. Tomorrow we’ll start seeing how far we can move each day.”
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They did, in fact, wake with the sunrise. Henrik was naturally an early riser, so he tidied up his things and grabbed some strips of dried meat to snack on as he waited on the sun to finish rising. With all that would be happening in the upcoming days, the peace and quiet were welcomed.

Tobias was next. The soldier rubbed his bleary eyes and looked around for a moment, as if forgetting where he was. He sat up and remained there for a moment, then stifled a jaw-cracking yawn behind his fist.

Henrik waited until half of the sun was above the horizon to wake his friend. Rasud snorted and flopped around like a fish, then his eyes snapped open. He immediately looked over at the sunrise and groaned.

“Oh, you son of a bitch,” he whined. “Come on, ten more minutes.”

“We need to get going,” Henrik said, grabbing his saddle. “We have a long, boring day of riding ahead of us. The sooner we get started, the sooner you get to fantasize about that orc witch-woman.”

“Fair point,” Rasud said. He stretched his neck to each side, then pushed himself to his feet. “I just need a moment.” He looked around for something to sit on, then seeing his saddle, plopped down on it. After that he pulled a staff the length of his forearm from beneath his robe and tapped it on the ground a few times. He chanted something low and tribal-sounding, and the air began to stir.

“What is he doing?” Tobias asked, looking around nervously.

“He’s just talking with his ancestral spirits,” Henrik said. “He does this sometimes. You can think of it as paying them a visit.”

Faint, wispy forms suddenly appeared, having the rough shape of a person. Four of them floated across the hard ground and formed a half-circle in front of Rasud. He spoke to them, although no sound came from his mouth. Henrik had never fully understood how they did that.

Rasud tapped his short staff on the ground a few times, and the figures turned and walked away. By the time they were ten feet from him, they faded into nothing.

“Well, the good news is I have a solution to our water problem,” he said, standing. “My ancestors have agreed to help me with it. It won’t be fast, but we won’t have to worry about finding a water source any longer.”

“Are they going to fill my water skin with spit?” Henrik asked.

“My ancestors are honorable people. They wouldn’t do that,” Rasud replied. “But no, I asked. They’re going to pull water from the air.”

“So you can pull water from the air,” Tobias said.

“Yes, but it’s much easier to pull it from blood,” Rasud said. “I don’t think anyone here wants to drink blood water, though. I know I certainly don’t.” He grabbed his saddle and heaved it off the ground.

“Here,” Henrik said, taking the saddle from him. He lifted it easily, and walked over to Rasud’s horse. “The blanket.”

“Oh, right,” Rasud said. He hurried over to his horse with the saddle blanket in both hands and threw it over the animal’s back. After a brief adjustment, he nodded and backed away.

Henrik set the saddle on the animal’s back and shifted it into place. “There you go. Consider it payment for handling our water.”

“I’ll accept that,” Rasud said as he began tightening the girth strap.

Henrik walked over and began saddling his own horse. He spent a moment rubbing the animal’s neck—the horses had to be as bored as they were, after all.

“How far do you think we’ll get today?” Tobias asked.

“Twenty or thirty miles,” Henrik said. “We just have to make sure we water the horses. This dry air will leave them thirsty.”

Rasud huffed. “So I’m getting water for the horses as well? How are they going to pay?” He looked at his horse. “Huh? What are you going to do for me?”

“He’s going to carry your lazy ass across the orc wastes so you don’t have to walk,” Henrik said.

Rasud frowned at the horse. “I suppose that’s sufficient.” With a smile he leaned forward and scratched the horse’s head, speaking softly to it.

“Not much out here, is there?” Tobias asked, looking around.

Henrik turned in a slow circle, taking in his surroundings. Much of the ground was hard and dry, and low brown grass covered nearly everything. The horses didn’t seem to mind it. Henrik had a feeling a single rain would turn everything green for a week.

Trees were in particularly short supply. Henrik could only see a handful of them, and those he saw were short and stunted, their gnarled branches twisting up towards the sky.

“Still looking for a place to build a house?” Henrik asked as he put his foot in his stirrup. He pulled himself into his saddle and got comfortable. He pointed ahead of them. “How about over there, beneath that tree? You’d have some shade.”

“By the gods, no,” Rasud said. “Who would want to live out here? This is horrible. I’m almost ashamed that my ancestors lived out here.”

“It’s a good bit different from the land back in Limestone, that’s for certain,” Tobias said. “Out there they had farms, people, water. You actually saw the color green. This just feels empty.”

“Not entirely empty,” Henrik said, pointing in front of him. It was far away, but he was just able to make out several shapes walking along the horizon. “Deer, I think.”

“Well, at least we’ll be able to eat well,” Tobias said.

“Assuming we can get close to them,” Henrik replied. “They’ll see us coming. Come to think of it, anyone can see us coming. We should probably continue north, towards the base of the mountains. We’ll be better hidden there.”

“Now that is a prime idea,” Rasud said, frowning at his surroundings. “The wild east,” he muttered.

Once Rasud climbed into his saddle, they set off, keeping their horses at a fast walk. Henrik made sure to reach down and rub his horse’s neck every so often. Those beasts were doing the majority of the work. Least he could do was treat them right.

Their morning was as uneventful as could be. Even Rasud stayed mostly quiet; he said he had to ration his jokes so he didn’t run out early. The landscape around them never changed.

Their path angled more towards the north as it took them closer to their target. Henrik asked for the map, and Rasud pulled it from his sleeve and handed it over. He unrolled it and studied it for some time, trying to commit it to memory.

The wizard had said the dragon was a week’s journey through the wastes. As long as the horses were kept healthy and watered, Henrik was certain he could shave a day off of that.

The mountains loomed to the north. Henrik looked to his left and thought he saw the jagged peaks in the distance. Considering how far away they were, that made sense. Those mountains were the southernmost parts of a massive range that spanned far to the north, all the way to Vogar, where the snows fell ten feet deep. Henrik had never even seen snow, so it was hard to imagine that.

“Anything of note?” Rasud asked, nudging his horse closer.

“Just trying to memorize this,” Henrik said, holding the map where Rasud could see it. “If this map is accurate, the mountains cut back right here,” he said as he touched the map. “Then they jut out like a finger. I’m assuming this is a valley. That’s where we’ll enter.”

Rasud nodded. “I’ve never seen mountains, you know. I’m kind of looking forward to it.”

“Same. Spent most of my life in the city.” Henrik pointed to his left. “We should see the tops of the mountains there soon.”

“Well, at least travel is easy out here,” Tobias said. “Nothing in our way, easy to determine our direction from the sun.”

“Hand me your water skin,” Rasud said.

Henrik passed it over to the small man.

Rasud pulled the stopper from the water skin, then grabbed the short staff from beneath his robe and held it in front of him. He then began chanting in a low voice. He raised Henrik’s water skin while chanting.

The wind always blew out here, but Henrik could feel the change in both direction and intensity. Wispy forms appeared nearby, floating towards Rasud. Tobias just watched them, wide-eyed.

Rasud held the water skin out and spoke to the spirits, his lips moving but no sound coming out. This was different than his usual magic, where he held a staff and chanted. Henrik watched in amazement as one of the smoky figures took his water skin and held it over his head.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Tobias said as he watched.

“Maybe, but at least you won’t be thirsty,” Rasud replied, straightening his robe.

One spirit held the water skin high, while the others moved back and forth through the air, pushing their hands towards it. They worked tirelessly, going through the same motions for what felt like half an hour. Finally, the spirit handed the water skin back to Rasud.

“Here you go,” Rasud said, tossing the skin back to Henrik. “Tobias, your water skin please.”

Tobias threw his empty water skin and Rasud caught it one-handed. He repeated the same process and the spirits spent the next half hour filling his. After that, Rasud had them fill his own water skin.

“That has to be the cleanest water I’ve ever tasted,” Tobias said, looking into his water skin. “Tell your ancestors I said thanks.”

Rasud filled their water skins several times that day, ensuring everyone always had a full supply. They stopped every few hours to water the horses and let them rest. Henrik always took that time to scan the horizon with their looking glass. Each time, he found them completely alone.

Around midday, Henrik pulled a spare shirt from his saddlebags and draped it over his head to keep the sun off. Seeing that, Tobias did the same. Rasud simply pulled his hood forward.

“Don’t you get hot in those robes?” Tobias asked late that afternoon.

“You forget, I’m made for this weather,” Rasud replied simply. “Now, if we were in the cold, that would be a different story. I’d never stop complaining.”

Henrik saw a herd of small deer in the far distance that evening, but they ran away as soon as they detected the three men. Getting close to them would be hard, but it would be worth it for fresh meat.

As the sun fell to the horizon behind them, Henrik steered his party towards a small tree. It was the only one for miles in any direction. When they drew near the tree, he had everyone stop and dismount. It was a good time to rest the horses anyway.

He pulled his heavy belt knife and examined the tree for a moment. Trying to cut through the main trunk would ruin the edge on his blade, but some of the branches would be fine. He hacked at them, and soon had a small pile of wood, the largest of which was nearly the diameter of Rasud’s wrist. He chopped those into reasonable lengths.

“Can your ancestors pull the water from this wood?” Henrik asked.

“Well, that’s a strange question,” Rasud replied.

“Dry wood will burn better,” Henrik explained as he stuffed the branches into one of his saddlebags.

“I can try,” Rasud said.

As they mounted their horses, he called upon his ancestors again. Moments later, one of them pulled the branches from his saddlebag and the others drew their hands down the length of the wood.

Rasud handed one of the spirits a spare water skin, and they quickly filled that with water pulled from the wood. It didn’t take them nearly as long as pulling water from the air.

“It is done,” Rasud said, pushing the stopper in the skin. “That can be for the horses.”

An hour later, they stopped their horses and untacked them, then tried to get comfortable on the hard ground. A long, boring day of travel was done.
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Henrik waited until a few minutes after the sun rose to wake Rasud. The small man was keeping them alive, so it was the least he could do. Rasud was still cranky when he woke, but he did appreciate the extra sleep.

“When are you going to burn that wood?” Tobias asked as he walked his horse towards their group.

“When we have meat to cook over it,” Henrik replied. “When we see more deer, I plan on sneaking closer to them and getting one.”

“Good luck,” Tobias said, clearly not thinking the big man could do it.

They mounted their horses and set off, eating a breakfast of crusty bread, hard cheese, and dried meat in the saddle. Rasud grumped about the dried meat, but he ate his share.

“I’ve noticed your spirits seem stronger out here,” Henrik said. “And I don’t think I’ve ever seen them before like I did yesterday.”

“This is their land,” Rasud explained. “They draw strength from their homeland. So yes, they are more powerful out here. Lucky for us, right?”

“Maybe they can put some of that luck in our water so I don’t get eaten by a dragon,” Henrik said. “I still can’t believe I got talked into this.”

“Well, when you’re hanging from a cliff, you’ll grab onto anything,” Rasud said. “Even the hand of a wealthy man that can’t be trusted.”

Tobias flashed Rasud a sharp look and he just grinned back at the soldier.

Henrik didn’t want to stop for lunch, but the horses needed to rest. When the sun was high overhead, they all dismounted and gave the horses some water. Henrik stretched his legs for a moment. Seeing that, both Rasud and Tobias joined in.

“Can’t believe I never thought of this,” Tobias said, struggling to touch his toes. “Ah, my back is as tight as a priestess’ asshole.”

“Not bad,” Rasud said. “I would have chosen a word that flowed better off the tongue than priestess’, but overall not bad.”

Tobias just rolled his eyes.

Henrik patted his horse on the neck, then pulled a brush from his saddlebags. He spent a few minutes rubbing the great animal’s neck, then scratched between its ears. The horse seemed to appreciate it. After that, he took the looking glass and began scanning the area.

Tobias pulled a spare shirt from his saddlebag and draped it across his head. “I’m really hoping you can get a deer or something for dinner tonight,” he said, checking his bow. “It’s been a while since I’ve eaten nothing but dried food like this. I must say, I’m not a big fan of it.”

“Not likely, at least tonight,” Henrik said.

“Why’s that?” Tobias asked.

“So eager for meat. I just don’t understand it,” Rasud muttered.

Henrik turned and handed the looking glass to Tobias. “Orcs. Looks like five or six of them, that way.” He pointed to the south.

“What?” Tobias took the looking glass and pointed it in the direction Henrik had pointed. “Shit. One, two…. I count five. Damn, they are riding fast. They must not care much about the welfare of their horses.”

“They breed their horses for this,” Rasud said. “Not quite the fastest horses, but they can run all day. I assume that means we’re going to speed up.”

“Yeah,” Henrik said, pulling himself into the saddle. “We go north, for the mountains.”

Once he mounted, they turned north and rode at a trot. He didn’t want to risk wearing out the horses, not when he wasn’t sure they had even been seen yet. Still, every few minutes he checked behind them for the orcs. They seemed to be veering off to one side, to the east.

“I don’t think they’ve seen us,” Henrik said.

“We should probably hurry away from here,” Rasud said.

“No.” Henrik pointed down at the ground. “Look at how much dust their hooves kick into the air. If we put our horses at a gallop, we’d create a cloud that the orcs could see. There’s a good chance they’ve already seen us, but even still, I want to be careful.”

“I think I’d rather risk the dust cloud,” Tobias said, concern on his face as he looked over his shoulder.

“If they do see us, I’d also like to ensure we can outrun them,” Henrik said. “If we run now, they’ll eventually catch up to us. Our horses will be tired. Theirs won’t. We’ll run our horses to death trying to escape them.”

“I hate it when you’re right about stuff like this,” Rasud said.

“Trust me, I’d like nothing more than to run these horses as hard as possible and put some distance between us,” Henrik said. “But if they don’t have a looking glass, they won’t have seen us by now. We might be able to get away, especially since they’re heading more to the east.”

“Can you do anything to help the horses move faster?” Tobias asked.

“No,” Rasud said. “My magic doesn’t work that way. I can kill their horses when they get closer. Or them, for that matter. Although to be honest it’s a lot harder when we’re moving quickly. My magic works best on stationary targets.”

“Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that,” Henrik said. He put the looking glass to his eye and turned again, checking the position of the orcs.

“Aaaand, good news!” Rasud said, snapping his fingers and pointing at Henrik.

“Fuck,” Henrik said.

“Hey, I specifically requested good news,” Rasud said.

“They’ve changed course. They’re coming right for us,” Henrik said. “We have the benefit of a head start, so let’s take advantage of that without running our horses into the ground.”

Their horses leaped forward into a gallop, but Henrik knew they couldn’t hold it for too long. Oh, their horses were the finest money could buy, of that there was no doubt. But they were loaded down with supplies, and while Rasud wasn’t a heavy man, Henrik was. They had a few miles in them, then they’d have to slow.

“This is a positively dreadful feeling, you know,” Rasud said after a time. “Riding these horses fast, but not fast enough. Waiting for the orcs to slowly catch up to us. So, if we do that, what do you plan on doing?”

“Killing them,” Henrik said simply.

Henrik slowed their party to a fast walk once the horses started to get tired. He checked behind them with the looking glass again.

“We’re definitely faster than them. They haven’t slowed, though,” he said.

“Gimme that,” Tobias said, holding out his hand. He looked behind them with the looking glass as well. “Sons of bitches. Not quite a gallop, but they haven’t slowed a bit.”

“It’s a canter,” Henrik said.

“Huh?”

“What their horses are doing. It’s called a canter.”

“Oh.” Tobias handed him the looking glass. “Well, learn something new every day, right?”

“Considering how much weight they’re carrying, our horses can gallop a few miles, after which they have to rest,” Henrik explained. “Their horses can probably hold that canter for fifteen or twenty miles.”

“Shit,” Tobias said.

“So now you see my reason for concern,” Henrik said. “Outpacing them is going to be difficult. At this point I’m just hoping we come across some terrain we can use to our advantage when we have to face them.”

“Do you think that’ll happen?” Tobias asked.

Henrik turned and looked behind them with the looking glass again. Five orcs on horseback trailed them, and from the way they rode, they looked focused on their target.

“Yes,” Henrik said. He reached back and slipped the looking glass into his saddlebag and checked his weapons. After easing his sword in its scabbard, he advised the men to ready themselves.

“They won’t be on us for a while,” Tobias said, but he grabbed his bow.

“It’s always best to be ready,” Henrik said. He reached down and patted his horse’s neck. “You doing okay, boy?” His horse whickered in reply.

After a moment he pulled the looking glass back out and scanned the ground in front of them. Anything that broke up the endless flat ground could benefit them.

“I think I see something ahead,” Henrik said. He passed the looking glass to Tobias and pointed ahead of them and slightly off to their left. “Up there. Looks like some boulders, and the ground raises a bit.”

“What’s the purpose of that?” Rasud asked.

“We’re not equipped to fight from horseback,” Henrik said. “If we had lances or even spears, I’d try it. But we have swords, so we’re best on foot. That means we need to be somewhere that the orcs can’t ride us down. We need to force them off their horses.”

“When can we run again?” Rasud asked. “Sorry, I’m not that knowledgeable when it comes to horses.”

“They need to rest,” Henrik said. “In about twenty minutes we’ll try pushing them again.”

“Twenty minutes?” Rasud asked. He looked down at his horse. “We need to get you in better shape, buddy.”

“Remember, your horse is carrying you plus your supplies,” Henrik said. “And mine is carrying me, and I outweigh you by probably a hundred pounds.”

Rasud pursed his lips. “Yes, I do suppose that would make running difficult.”

“If we run them too much, we’ll have to take it easy the next day,” Henrik said. “People always think of horses running and running and running, but they need rest just like we do.”

A horn blew behind them, thin and keening in the far distance.

“Shit,” Henrik said. He glanced behind them again. “As soon as our horses have recovered more, we’re going to gallop to those rocks.”

It was nerve-wracking, having to keep the horses at a fast walk while the horn wail steadily grew closer behind them. The orcs were still at quite the distance, but the horn was just a reminder that they were coming. Henrik’s horse flicked its ears nervously each time the horn sounded.

“Alright,” Henrik said, slapping his reins. “Let’s see what you’re made of, boy.”

His horse leaped forward, eager to run from the sound of the horn. He let the horse stretch its long legs and it slowly outpaced the other two men, devouring the ground at a rapid rate. Henrik had ridden plenty of horses in his years, but never one as fast as this. He was amazed it could move that quickly while carrying so much.

But he knew there was a limit. At a full run, the horses could only go one or two miles before needing to rest. Henrik hoped it would be enough. It had to be.

He let his horse run as far as it could, and once it began slowing he brought it back down to a fast walk. The other men followed suit.

“Was that enough?” Tobias asked, glancing behind them.

“I believe so,” Henrik said as he reached down and patted his horse’s neck. The animal’s sides were heaving and he was slicked with sweat. “Good job, boy. Take it easy for a moment.”

They kept their horses at that pace for the next hour as they drew closer to the rock formation. The orc horn keened behind them several times. Rasud began to look annoyed with the sound.

“I swear, when this is done I’m going to take that horn and shove it up his—Oh, nevermind. Looks like we’re close.”

“Yeah,” Henrik said. “Come on, let’s get there.”

He brought his horse up to a canter and they maintained that pace until they reached the rock formation.

There was nothing special about it; just a slightly elevated piece of ground with a handful of boulders sprinkled around it. They were near the foothills of the mountains, so perhaps ages ago these rocks rolled down the slopes and settled here. Who knew.

They dismounted as soon as they reached the rocks. Henrik directed them to lead the horses toward the center, where they would be protected. Then, they grabbed their weapons.

“How far away can you hit them with that thing?” Henrik asked, nodding towards Tobias’s bow.

Tobias looked down at the weapon and frowned. “A good bit. But if our experiences with hunting have shown me anything, you’re the better shot.”

“Keep it,” Henrik said. “I’ll focus on my sword, and keeping them away from Rasud.”

“Why thank you,” Rasud said.

“Consider it payment for—”

“Yes, yes, I know. For filling your water skins.”

Henrik grinned. “I was going to say for helping me with that serving woman back in town. Lorelie.”

“Yes, she was a fine one, wasn’t she?” Rasud said, rubbing his chin. He moved behind a large rock that protected him up to his waist and looked to where the orcs were coming from. “Can they hurry up? We need to finish this so I can return to the city and get laid.”


16


It didn’t take the orcs long to close the distance.

Five of them in leather and hide armor sat astride galloping horses, roaring and shouting as they raced toward the rock formation. The orc holding the horn blew a loud, strong note as they raced across the dry ground, scaring the horses. Rasud rushed to them, trying to keep them calm.

The other orcs leaned low over their horses necks, urging speed from them. Some of them shouted curses and threats from their saddles.

“Bastards are really moving,” Tobias growled as he crouched behind a waist-high boulder. He clutched his bow in hand, with an arrow already nocked. As soon as the orcs came close enough he rose to his feet and pulled the string back. He only took a second to aim, then loosed his arrow. It struck one of the orcs in the shoulder. Not a killing blow, but at least it would slow him.

The orc roared in pain and anger, clutching his arm. He immediately began pulling at the arrow, trying to get it out.

“Probably should have had you use this,” Tobias said, glancing at his bow. “No time now.” He dropped it and drew his sword, then grabbed his shield from where it leaned against the boulder.

“Rasud!” Henrik called out. “It’s time!”

“Just trying to get these damn horses to calm down,” the small man said, running up to his companions. He held the short staff in hand and began chanting even before he reached them.

The orcs charged closer, their horses thundering across the dry ground. Henrik held his sword hilt in both hands and waited behind a boulder as tall as him.

“Hand it over!” one of the orcs shouted.

“We’ll rob your corpses!” another one yelled as he steered his horse around the rocks.

The rock formation ensured they couldn’t get too close. They rode their horses in a circle around it several times, shouting threats. It was enough to scare the horses, which concerned Henrik.

Rasud’s chanting reached a crescendo and he rapped his staff on the ground three times. Two of his ancestral spirits appeared as wispy forms, although this time they held fire in their hands. Rasud pointed his staff at one of the orc riders and the spirits raced forth, nearly matching the horse’s pace.

“Come on, you cowardly sons of whores!” Henrik shouted. He needed them to dismount, and the sooner the better.

Two of the orcs reined their horses in front of the boulders, pointing with their weapons. They leaped from their saddles and landed on the ground, then began advancing with murder in their eyes. The remaining three orcs were only seconds behind them.

“You won’t be shouting coward when I slice your throat,” one of the orcs growled, a hulking brute of a man.

At that moment Rasud’s spirit ancestors caught up with one of the orcs. Their hands reached out, and where they touched flesh they charred it black. The orc screamed and swung his sword at the spirits, who simply ignored it and kept attacking him.

The other four orcs, seeing this, charged.

“Kill the witchman!” one of them shouted.

“You can try,” Rasud said in return. He began chanting again.

Henrik stepped out from behind the boulder and met the first orc head-on. He brought his sword up just in time to block a swipe that would have cost him his life, then retaliated with a swing intended to disembowel the man. For all his bulk, the orc was damn fast, nearly as fast as Henrik.

“Aaahh!” The orc being attacked by the ancestral spirit abandoned all attempts at defending himself and simply sprinted towards the melee, both arms out.

Tobias brought his shield up and attempted to slam into the next orc. They crashed together, nearly sending the soldier to the ground, but he kept his footing. The orc attacked with wild, powerful swings, beating back at Tobias, who could barely keep up.

As the burning orc ran between them, intent on grabbing Rasud, Henrik took a step back and swung his sword in a circle. He dropped to a knee and used the momentum to hack into the orc’s leg, chopping through it just above his boot. The orc slammed into the ground, screaming in agony as the spirits caught up with him, burning his flesh anew. He beat at the ground and tried to crawl away but the spirits were relentless and burned his face until it was nothing but a charred mass.

Henrik leaped back into his fight, thrusting his sword at the orc’s chest. The massive orc parried and retaliated, scoring a line across Henrik’s cheek. He felt his blood boil with anger as the orc’s blade flashed in front of his eye. He didn’t want to lose his temper. Not here, with his companions close by.

“Come on, you bastard!” Tobias shouted through clenched teeth. “Show me what you’re made of!” But he was the lesser skilled man in his fight. The orc he faced attacked with a viciousness that was quickly wearing him down.

The other two orcs arrived, and a bad situation immediately grew worse. They split their attacks, one going for Tobias and the other for Henrik.

Rasud’s chanting peaked again and he thrust his short staff at one of the orcs attacking Tobias. The orc suddenly wheezed and took a step back as red mist sprayed from every pore of his body. He shouted and swung his sword at the air, trying to attack Rasud’s ancestors, but it was no use. A red cloud formed around him and he dropped to his knees. With a roar, he drew his arm back and hurled his short sword before collapsing onto the ground.

Two orcs stood in front of Henrik, trying their best to decapitate him. He was fast enough to hold his ground against both of them, but only just.

That was when the dying orc’s short sword flew through the air and caught Henrik right on the ribs.

He roared in anger as the sword hacked into him. It wasn’t a killing blow but he staggered back a step, hunching slightly at the searing pain in his side. Seeing him wounded, the other two orcs redoubled their efforts. Henrik turned aside blow after blow, but wasn’t able to land anything of his own, not against two of these brutes. He felt fire building in his veins with each swing of his sword.

Tobias staggered as an orc sword struck him on the side of his helmet. He rushed forward, attempting to slam his shield into the orc, but the orc was simply too strong. It was like crashing into a brick wall, and Tobias nearly fell.

“Come on, I need you!” Rasud said to his ancestors. He began chanting again, calling them off of the burned man. “I’ll be damned if you bastards think you can take me down!”

One of the orcs rushed Henrik, slamming a shoulder into him and slicing his sword across Henrik’s arm. It wasn’t a deep gash, but he crashed onto his back from the impact. Immediately after, he rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding a stomping orc boot. He wasn’t able to avoid the sword blade that suddenly thrust into his gut, however.

Henrik grit his teeth and stumbled back, pulling himself off of the blade when the orc tried to impale him. These monsters were every bit his equal in terms of speed and strength, a rare thing indeed. Fighting two of them at the same time was a death sentence. Having to back away from them was against everything Henrik believed in. Never yield. Never surrender.

“I’m coming for you next, witchman!” said the orc that was steadily beating Tobias down.

They were seconds away from being overrun by this small group of wild barbarians.

Raw fury surged in Henrik’s veins, like an otherworldly force taking over. Strength rushed into his limbs and his pain faded, as if it were someone else’s pain entirely. The sensation was completely overwhelming, and the only thing he could focus on was the kill.

The orcs noticed the change, but didn’t have time to react.

Henrik swung his blade wide, knocking both of theirs aside. He went for a thrust to the heart but was turned aside. Roaring in anger, he redoubled his efforts, charging the orc right as the other chopped into his side.

A sword blade hacking three inches into his side should have been a devastating wound, but he ignored it completely and rammed the point of his sword into the orc’s throat. The orc staggered back, clutching his neck with one hand in an attempt to stop the spray of blood.

“Shit,” Rasud said. “Tobias, we need to move away from Henrik!”

“Easier said than done,” Tobias said as the orc beat against his shield.

With blood pouring down his side, Henrik turned to the orc that had wounded him. He brought his blade up in time to block a killing blow, but the force of the impact tore his sword from his hands. Without missing a step he reached out and grabbed the orc’s wrists in a crushing grip.

The orc snarled as they grappled, trying to kick Henrik between the legs and bite him with his vicious tusks. Henrik let out a wordless roar and pushed the massive orc until his back was against a boulder. Ignoring the sword in the orc’s hands, he slammed his forehead into the orc’s face, which split both the orc’s lip and Henrik’s forehead.

The orc tried to bring his sword blade between them, but the weapon was too large for close combat. Henrik’s hands moved like lightning, grabbing onto the orc’s face. He slammed his forehead into the orc’s flat nose, crushing it and stunning the orc. Henrik snatched his knife from his belt and rammed it beneath the orc’s chin, straight into his brain.

Henrik didn’t wait to see the orc die. He turned and grabbed his sword from the ground, then charged the one remaining orc, the one trying to kill the soldier.

“Damn it!” the short witchman shouted. “It’s too busy, the spirits can’t work in a mass of bodies like this!”

Henrik barely heard him. The orc’s eyes narrowed when he saw Henrik approach, knowing he was fast enough to face down two humans.

But not when one of them was Henrik.

Henrik’s blade reached out, drawing blood from the orc’s arm. Tobias took a step back to avoid Henrik’s sword.

The orc was a fast one, the fastest person Henrik had ever fought. In only a few seconds he managed to slice Henrik’s leg open and jam the very tip of his sword into Henrik’s shoulder. That only served to stoke the fires of Henrik’s anger. A lust for blood built within him. He needed to tear this orc apart.

With a shout of rage, Henrik beat the orc’s sword to the side, then dropped his own. Moving shockingly fast for such a large man, Henrik reached out and grabbed the orc by both sides of his head, then lifted him into the air as if he were a child.

The orc didn’t have time to react.

Henrik slammed the back of the orc’s head against a nearby boulder, sending the man into convulsions. He beat his head against the rock again and again, dark blood spraying across the stone. With one final hit, the orc’s head split into a wet mass of blood and bone.

“Henrik, my friend,” the witchman said as he reached out for the soldier. He pulled him back. “I need you to take a deep breath, Henrik.”

Henrik turned to the short man talking to him, wondering if he were friend or foe. The man seemed familiar, but Henrik’s rage and lust for battle overwhelmed all thought. At that moment, he needed to kill.

“We are your friends, Henrik,” the short man said. He pulled the shielded man with him. “I am Rasud. We grew up together. We fight together. Take a deep breath.”

“What’s going on?” the armored man said, sounding confused.

“This is Tobias,” the short man said. “He is your friend as well. We fight on the same side. Take a deep breath, Henrik.”

Something about them tickled at Henrik’s memories, but it was hard to think through the fog in his mind. His hands flexed, eager for a throat. Anger still filled him like a bubbling cauldron, but he listened to the short man. He took a deep breath.

“Good, good,” the short man said. “We are calm. The battle is done, and there is no one left. You won. We will fight again another day.”

Henrik took another deep breath and suddenly became aware of pain all over his body. It was still distant, but it burned. He blinked several times and took another breath.

“Fuck, that hurts,” he said.

“Yes it does, my friend,” the short man said. “And I will heal your wounds in just a moment.”

The armored man looked from Henrik to the short man, still confused. “What is this?”

“Please just stay quiet,” the short man said.

Henrik took another deep breath and his mind started to clear. He looked around him, seeing bodies. His friend Rasud stood there, right behind Tobias. He looked down at his hands, which shook. An overwhelming exhaustion began to set in, and the pain in his side suddenly grew, replacing his earlier anger.

He clutched at his side and leaned against the nearby rock, the one covered with the orc’s blood. “Gods be damned, but that hurts. I hate it when that happens,” he said, hunching over. He pulled his hand away from his side. It was completely covered in blood.

“Just sit down and I’ll heal you,” Rasud said, finally relaxing. Tobias still looked confused.

“I was hoping that wouldn’t happen,” Henrik said as he sat. He winced as pain lanced through his side. “Haven’t taken one like that in a while.”

“And hopefully you won’t for a long time,” Rasud said, looking down at the blood flowing from Henrik’s side. “That would have killed any other man, you know. You have to be careful.”

He began chanting, and moments later his ancestral spirits appeared, their hands moving along Henrik’s body. The bleeding stopped and his wounds slowly closed. The healing would take time to finish, but the bulk of it was done.

Tiredness from the healing and from losing his temper set in, and he sat with his back against the rock for a moment, just breathing. That had been a close one.
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They set up camp for the night between the rocks—once they had dragged away the bodies, of course. After searching the orcs’ belongings, they released the horses into the wild. The orcs didn’t have much that was useful. Mostly just weapons, which they already had enough of.

Two twisted trees were within walking distance, so Henrik spent some time with his knife and wound up with a double armful of branches. A fire would be good tonight.

Tobias grumbled about the travel rations when Rasud pulled them out. He grabbed his bow and said he’d be back with real food.

Henrik and Rasud gathered up enough head-sized rocks to form into a small ring. Within that they arranged some of the branches, and Rasud used magic to light them.

“At least the boulders here will block the wind,” Rasud said, looking around him. “It gets a little chilly at night out here. Windy, too, since there are no trees to block it.”

“Cold air comes down from the mountain at night. At least, I think,” Henrik said. He sat with his back against one of the boulders, resting. Whenever he lost himself in his temper, it always left him incredibly tired for the rest of the day. That, along with being healed from several devastating wounds, and he was ready for sleep.

Tobias returned after two hours with a small antelope over his shoulder. He looked around the rocks for a moment and found one around waist-high, then set the carcass on it and began gutting it.

“At least we’ll have some fresh food,” Henrik said. “Thank you, Tobias.”

“Sure, sure,” he said, methodically carving the animal.

The soldier had been uncomfortable around Henrik since the battle, for which he didn’t blame him. Henrik’s temper was something he struggled to keep under control. He didn’t even fully understand it himself.

“Almost ready,” Tobias said as he walked to where his saddlebags lay on the ground. He grabbed his water skin and used it to wash his hands off, then pulled out a bundle of thin steel bars. He brought them back to the fire and began assembling them.

The steel rods clicked together, forming a simple spit that just fit over their fire. Tobias went back to the antelope carcass and carved off both haunches, then skewered them.

“Any chance for some ribs?” Henrik asked.

Tobias shivered. “I don’t think I ever want to see ribs again after that blow you took earlier.” But he hacked and pulled at the ribs, separating them from the backbone, and added them to their dinner.

After that, Tobias washed his hands again and sat down across from Rasud and Henrik. He focused on their food, turning it every so often.

“So, are we going to talk about what happened?” Tobias asked after a few minutes? “I’ve seen a lot of things in my time, but I’ve never seen a man take a hit like that and keep moving. You should be dead, Henrik. You should have drowned in your own blood after that orc hacked into your side like he was trying to chop down a tree.”

Henrik looked down at himself. He still wore the same clothes, and his entire left side was caked with dried blood. “Suppose I should change,” he muttered. “Don’t worry, Tobias, I’ll explain. At least, as best I can.” He pushed himself to his feet and stretched to each side, wincing at a slight tenderness that still remained. He pulled his shirt off over his head as he walked over to his saddle.

“By the gods…” Tobias said when Henrik turned.

“Yes, my friend has lived a most interesting life,” Rasud said, looking over at Henrik. “Remember, he was sold to slavers as a child.”

Henrik looked at the ruined mess of a shirt in his hands. It was useless for anything except rags, and barely that. He used it to wipe away dried blood from his body, then cast it to the ground. After fetching a clean shirt from his saddlebags, he pulled it on over his head and went back to the fire.

“You remember when I told you I tried to escape from the slavers as often as possible?” he asked. Tobias nodded. “Well, they tied me to a pole and whipped me every time. Tied is the wrong word. I was young, small. They tied my wrists and hung the rope over a hook. At my age, that left me hanging a foot off the ground, unable to do anything except suffer.”

“How many times did they whip you?” Tobias asked, looking horrified.

“I lost count,” Henrik said. “It was worse every time, although at a certain point they finally realized that if they whipped me too severely, I couldn’t work for a week, so they lost money. I finally stopped when they told me if I tried to run away again, they’d cut my balls off.”

Tobias winced. “Where are these slavers now? They should be gathered up and hanged. I can pass word to Duke Ardun when we return.”

Henrik smirked. “Look at nearly every factory in the city. Hell, half of the dockworkers are barely more than children. A lot of large-scale farms outside of the city use slaves. That’s where I was. North, I think.”

“But you finally escaped,” Tobias said.

Henrik nodded. “I waited three months and just watched. I learned what times they watched us, when they locked the doors, when they allowed people to piss. I studied everything and tucked it away in here,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “One moonless night, I told one of the guards I had to piss. He let me visit the outhouse, and I finally made my way out of there. The only thing I knew was which way to run.”

“Towards Selfoss?”

“Yeah. I ran all night and half of the next day. When I got to the city, I asked around for an orphanage. Several people tried to kidnap me—who knows, perverts, probably—but I got away every time. I finally found an orphanage, and they agreed to take me in.”

“And there he met his best friend and faithful companion!” Rasud said. “And we’ve been causing trouble ever since.”

“Speaking of trouble,” Tobias said as he turned the spit. “Care to tell me about that temper of yours?”

Henrik frowned. He didn’t really like talking about it, but Tobias had fought by his side. He deserved to know.

“It’s not a natural thing,” Henrik said. “That’s the only way I can think of explaining it. Sure, I get angry sometimes. We all do. I’m able to control myself. But if someone manages to push me over the edge, or if someone hurts me, I lose control.”

“Like poor Bennett back at the inn?” Rasud said. Tobias looked a question at him and he continued. “A rather large man, Bennett. He arm wrestled Henrik, and thought he could win by kicking him beneath the table.”

“What happened?” Tobias asked.

“He broke Bennett’s hand,” Rasud replied. “The table as well, although not too badly.”

Tobias just stared at Henrik as if seeing him for the first time.

“He kicked me,” Henrik said. “That fat bastard kept kicking me, and each time I got angrier. I didn’t fully lose it though. He just caught the edge of my temper.”

“I was afraid you were going to strangle him,” Rasud said quietly.

“I probably would have, had you not said something to me,” Henrik replied. He continued explaining his condition to Tobias. “It usually only happens if I’m fighting and someone harms me. I become someone else, not me. Not Henrik. I can’t always control myself when my temper takes over. Pain doesn’t slow me; it gives me strength. The only thing I care about is killing, especially those that managed to strike me, and I won’t stop until everyone is dead.”

“I’ve seen him take four men at once before,” Rasud said, staring into the flames. “Henrik took a sword straight through the belly. He impaled himself further on it so he could get closer to the man, then broke his neck.”

“Are you….” Tobias cleared his throat. “Forgive me, Henrik. Is this something of the gods? Or the demons?”

“I don’t know,” Henrik replied. “It started around the time I became a man. I had just left the orphanage and some scoundrel in an alley tried to rob me.”

Rasud looked away. “I remember that day.”

“Back then, I wasn’t the fighter I am today, but I was tall and I was strong,” Henrik said. “Honestly, that man was stupid for attacking me. He was probably desperate.”

“What did you do?” Tobias asked.

“He had a knife and threatened to kill me and Rasud if we didn’t hand over our coin purses. We refused. He cut Rasud’s face, then held the knife to my throat, hard enough that the point dug in and drew blood. A lot of blood. That was the first time it happened. Something took over me. Fear left, pain left.”

Tobias nodded and motioned for him to continue when Henrik paused.

“As I said, I wasn’t the fighter back then,” Henrik said. “He cut me several times, but I managed to get the knife from him. I broke his arm and rammed the dagger through his eye, into his head.”

“I was half-afraid he was going to kill me too, after that,” Rasud said. “It was like someone else looking through Henrik’s eyes at me. I managed to get him to relax, and he was fine a minute later.”

“Rasud is the only one that’s ever been able to get me to calm down,” Henrik said. “Probably because we grew up together, and he’s my closest friend. The only man in this world I trust with my life. If it weren’t for him…well, a lot of people would have died.”

“There was a certain look in your eyes when you turned our way after killing that last orc,” Tobias said.

“I didn’t recognize you. As I said, it’s like someone else has control of me. Like I’m a different person.”

Tobias was quiet for a time after that. “Well,” he finally said. “I’m just glad you’re on our side.”

Henrik chuckled. “So, what do you think of your first time fighting an orc?”

Tobias just shook his head. “I’ve been in my share of fights, but never against someone that fast and that strong. By the gods, I didn’t think that was possible. I had a shield and a helmet, and he wore what could barely be considered armor. Still, had you not intervened, I don’t know if I would have made it.”

“There’s no shame in that,” Henrik said. “Very few men can stand against an orc and live to see the next day.”

“And you killed three in a matter of seconds,” Tobias said. He used a folded piece of cloth to pull the skewer from its small rack and poked at the meat with his dagger. “At least we’ll have a hot dinner tonight.”

“I don’t suppose you skewered a potato on there, did you?” Rasud asked.
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Morning came far too early.

The sun was just peeking above the horizon when Henrik’s eyes slowly opened. His aches and pains were all but gone, but he still felt a haze of tiredness after taking such serious wounds the day before.

Lifting up his shirt, he checked his side. Although Rasud’s magic had healed his wounds, a faint scar traced its way along his ribs. Well, it was just one of many.

Tobias was up shortly after. Rasud had healed him as well, but Tobias had only taken bruises and scrapes, so he didn’t feel the exhaustion that Henrik did.

“Sleep well?” Tobias asked.

“Like the dead,” Henrik replied. He laid back against his saddle, tempted to shut his eyes for a few more minutes. “I don’t want to sound like Rasud, but I’m looking forward to my bed.”

Tobias chuckled. “Yeah, spending time in the field always makes one appreciate the comforts of city life.”

“How often are you away, working for Ardun?” Henrik asked.

“Not that often,” Tobias replied. “It happens, though. Usually shorter missions, when he needs someone he can trust. He’s a busy man with his fingers in everything. I’ve been all over Etrea on account of him.”

“But you’re not a scout, right?”

“Correct,” Tobias said. “Just a soldier. I may not be the strongest or fastest, but I’m reliable and consistent, and I’ve proven my loyalty time and time again over the years. Due to that, I get sent on most of his higher-profile errands.”

“Spit in my mouth,” Rasud said, muttering in his sleep. “I’ll pay extra.”

Henrik snickered.

Tobias stretched his arms over his head and yawned, then stared at the remains of the fire. “I suppose I should get up. It’s that time.”

“Yep,” Henrik agreed. He pushed himself to his feet, then stepped over to Rasud, who still tossed in his sleep.

“That’s right, on top,” Rasud muttered.

Henrik nudged him with his foot and Rasud’s eyes popped open. He stared up at Henrik for a moment.

“Fun dreams?” Henrik asked.

Rasud frowned. “A lot more fun than being woken by a giant.”

“Well, sorry to interrupt, but we need to get going. We have a lot of miles to cover today.”

Rasud sighed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” He grunted and sat up, then rubbed his eyes. “I swear, when we return and receive our payment, every brothel will have a room permanently reserved for me. I don’t think I’ve ever gone so long without sex.”

Tobias raised an eyebrow at him.

“I may be a halfbreed, but gold makes every man handsome,” Rasud said. He yawned, then pushed himself to his feet with his water skin in hand. After splashing some on his face, he went to his saddlebags.

“I want to try keeping the horses at a canter today for a while,” Henrik said. “If we alternate that and a fast walk, we can cover a lot of ground without wearing them out.”

“Are you so eager to see the dragon?” Rasud asked. “Or is the dragon rider that has drawn your attention?”

Henrik grinned. “I’m just eager to get this done and see my purse filled with gold. Who knows, if the payment is enough, I might even settle down for a while.”

Rasud laughed. “You? Settle down? Henrik, you’d lose your mind after a month.”

“You’re probably right,” Henrik said. He looked down at his side. “I suppose our battle yesterday just had me thinking of more peaceful times.”

“You weren’t built for peace, my old friend,” Rasud said. He kicked sand over the ashes of the fire.

“Duke Ardun pays well,” Tobias said. “He can always use men with your talents.”

“Yes, he implied as much,” Rasud replied. “I suppose our acceptance would depend on the nature of the work as well as the pay.”

Henrik frowned. “I don’t think I like the thought of working for someone else. I like having control over my own life and answering to no one but me.”

“Yes, that sounds like you,” Rasud said. “What will you spend your gold on?”

Henrik thought for a moment. “Armor, probably. I’ve never been a fan of it because it slows me down and makes it harder to sneak into places, but after yesterday I can see the benefits. I’ll just need something custom made. Lightweight, strong, and silent.”

“Duke Ardun’s armorer can do that,” Tobias said. “Petrus may not be a pleasant fellow, but he’s quite skilled when it comes to shaping metal and leather.”

Henrik laughed. “You really want me to work for your boss, don’t you? I just don’t see it happening. No, I’ll probably save most of my money.”

“Slowly building the fortune, eh?” Rasud said with a grin.

“Exactly,” Henrik replied. “A few more years of this and I’ll retire, a rich man with the most beautiful woman in the land sitting on my knee.”

“King of your own castle, I see.” Rasud chuckled. “Well, there are certainly worse ways to spend your years. I could go for a house upgrade myself.”

“What, you mean you’re tired of that shack you call a house?” Henrik asked with a laugh.

“It may be ugly, but it gets the job done,” Rasud said. “Plus it’s stronger than it looks. I made sure of that. I’ve never been robbed, remember. People have tried, but they can’t break into my place.”

“Probably a good thing considering how much gold you have in your basement,” Henrik said. He lifted his saddle and set it on his horse’s back, then tightened the girth strap. The other men prepared their horses as well.

“They could have at least packed us some porridge,” Rasud muttered as he dug through his saddlebags.

“Oats are for horses, not men,” Henrik said as he checked his saddle.

Tobias laughed. “At least you two keep all this travel from being overly boring.”

Once in the saddle, they set off towards the east. Henrik kept them at a walk for some time, to allow the horses a chance to warm up their legs. After half an hour or so, he booted his horse to a canter, and the other men followed.

“Think we’ll see anything else today?” Tobias asked.

“I hope not,” Rasud replied. “I’d rather not rely on my friend’s temper to keep us alive.”

Henrik laughed.

“It’s getting worse,” Rasud said. “Yesterday was the worst I’ve seen you, Henrik. Something has changed recently, though I can’t say what.”

Henrik frowned at his surroundings and tried not to take the comment personally. Rasud was right. Yesterday had been a particularly bad episode. Sure, he had won the fight, but once it was done he had considered attacking his companions. He didn’t want to risk that again.

“Once we finish this I’ll try speaking with a healer,” Henrik said. “I’m not sure who would know anything about this, though.”

“A priest, maybe,” Tobias said.

After that, they continued across the land, with each man taking turns with the looking glass. They saw nothing in the way of orc raiding parties, which was fortunate, though Henrik couldn’t suppress a feeling that more were out there.

“I could almost wish we had taken the orc’s horses after the battle yesterday,” Tobias said. “We could switch off horses to lessen the load on ours.”

“Theirs have the endurance, but ours are stronger and faster,” Henrik said. He reached down and patted his horse’s neck. “I don’t think there’s a horse among the orcs that could match this fine beast for all-out speed.”

“Well, hopefully we don’t need it,” Tobias said as he raised his looking glass to his eye.

“I found my ancestors much more difficult to work with yesterday,” Rasud said quietly. “I can usually handle myself quite well, as you know. They’re stronger out here, but…. I’m not sure how to put it. They’re harder to work with. It takes longer to get them to do my bidding.”

“Is that going to be a problem?” Henrik asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Rasud replied. “Especially now that I know, I can anticipate this.”

“You pulled the water from that one orc’s blood, just like you once said you could,” Tobias said as he lowered his looking glass. “That was rather…disgusting.”

“Yes, my ancestors are quite efficient, if not always pleasant in their actions,” Rasud said. “They’ll keep us alive, though. Speaking of which, hand me your water skin, Henrik.”

Henrik passed it over and Rasud began his chanting. Soon, wispy spirits appeared and began gathering water from the air, with which they filled his water skin.

Focusing on them, he saw it now. Back in the city the spirits were either completely invisible or just the faintest ripple in the air. Out here, they were like orc-shaped clouds of pale smoke.

When lunch time came, they dismounted and let the horses rest for a while, and gave them water. Henrik took that time to stretch his legs—sitting in a saddle all day sometimes made his ass go numb.

The rest of the day was uneventful. They continued across the orc wastes, alternating between a canter and a walk so as to not wear out their horses. Henrik’s assumption had been correct; they covered a lot of ground that way, and while the horses were tired at the end of the day, they weren’t so exhausted that they needed a day of rest.

The next day was much the same. They rose with the rising sun, although Rasud made sure to spend the first five minutes complaining. He simply was not a morning person.

On that day they finally saw the beginnings of the mountains. Earlier, Henrik had seen hints of mountains through the looking glass, but now they were visible with the naked eye.

“Tomorrow we should get close enough to the mountains that we can check our position on the map,” Henrik said. “Depending on how things go, I think we’ve shaved a day or two off our travel time.”

“Well, that certainly makes me happy,” Rasud said. “One or two fewer days spent out here is definitely a good thing.” He twisted in his saddle and looked all around. “I tell you, I can’t wait to get back to the city.”

“So eager for the crowds of unwashed people and the smell of the harbor?” Tobias asked with a laugh.

“The only thing I’m eager for lies between a woman’s legs,” Rasud replied, then paused. “Okay, that’s not entirely true. I’m also eager for my bed, good food, and wine. And easier work that doesn’t involve orcs or dragons.” He looked around. “Or a desert.”

“Well, the sooner we finish this, the sooner you can go back to all of that,” Henrik said as he booted his horse to a canter.

They continued on a northeasterly route and the mountains slowly grew in size. By the end of the day the mountains loomed ahead of them, the foothills only a day’s ride away.

“Have you ever seen anything so big?” Tobias asked as he stared at the mountains in wonder.

“There was this woman I saw once,” Rasud said, holding both hands in front of his chest. “I swear, those things were out to here.”

Tobias laughed. “Yes, but we’ll be spending time in those mountains.”

“Oh, some gold changed hands and I spent time in her mountains,” Rasud said. “One of the finest memories I have, to be honest. I should look her up when we get back to Selfoss.”

Henrik held the looking glass to his eye and scanned in every direction. “Nothing. I don’t think we’ll run across any more raiding parties.”

“Now there’s a reason to celebrate,” Tobias said. “Rasud, toss me the wine skin.”

“With pleasure,” he replied, throwing the skin to the soldier.

Tobias uncorked it and took a heavy swig, then passed the skin to Henrik.

“Might as well,” he said, taking a sip. Being stored in just a skin, the wine only had a day or two left before it turned to vinegar, so they needed to finish it. He passed the skin to Rasud, who took a drink as well.

The sun hovered above the horizon behind them, but there was still light. Seeing the mountains ahead made Henrik want to push how far they could travel. He scanned in front of them again with the looking glass. A low ridge jutted out in front of them, the most southerly reach of the mountains.

“Hand me the map,” he said, holding his hand out. Rasud produced the map and passed it over to Henrik. He unrolled it and studied it for a moment, then used the looking glass again. “That’s Torman’s Finger ahead of us. It’s a low ridge that extends south from the mountains. We’ll camp there tonight.”

“Much better than sleeping out in the open, especially after a run-in with orcs,” Tobias said.

They sped up, and after an hour found themselves at the tip of the ridge called Torman’s Finger. Henrik and Tobias spent a few minutes searching the area while Rasud untacked his horse and prepared the campsite.

Being in the foothills, Henrik was even able to find a bit of wood. Not much, but enough for a brief fire. He brought it back to their campsite and helped the others set things up.

That night they finished off the wine skin while relaxing around a small fire. It was a nice way to end the day.
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Henrik woke to the sound of rustling. He looked over and saw Tobias pulling the looking glass from his saddlebags.

“Everything alright?” he asked.

“Yeah, I just have a feeling,” the soldier replied. “Now that we’re getting close, I’d like to be as careful as possible.” He walked up the shallow angle of the ridge and stood at the peak for a while, watching in every direction with the looking glass.

“Rasud,” Henrik said. “Time to get up.”

“Let me squeeze them,” the witchman muttered, then jerked awake. “Huh? Oh, it’s that time.”

“Your favorite time of day,” Henrik said.

Rasud let his head fall back against his saddle and yawned. “I don’t think I’d mind mornings so much if they were closer to midday.”

“We should enter the mountains today. Let’s hurry up and get riding.”

“I was having the most wonderful dream about a woman with the wettest pussy you could imagine.” He grunted and looked around. “Speaking of cunts, where is Tobias?”

Henrik bit back a laugh. “Your best friend? He’s on top of the ridge with the looking glass.”

“I suppose he could be worse,” Rasud muttered. “Okay, okay, I’m getting up.” He pushed himself to his feet and stretched his arms over his head, then began gathering his things.

Henrik walked over to where they had tied the horses and grabbed all three reins. He led the horses over to where the men had slept right as Tobias returned.

“Anything?” Henrik asked.

“We’ll reach the mountains today, that’s for certain,” Tobias said. “I didn’t see anything concerning, though. A few trees at the base of the mountains. Some antelope.”

“Good,” Henrik said. “I’ll check the map again once we get moving. I’m hoping if we make good time, then tonight we can make camp in a good location. One close to the dragon’s cave.”

“You think we can do this tonight?” Rasud asked.

“If you stop talking and get in your saddle, yes,” Henrik replied with a grin.

“Don’t make me set you on fire,” Rasud said as he accepted the reins from Henrik.

A few minutes later the men rode south, around the southern tip of Torman’s Finger. From there, then continued east and slightly to the north, towards a spot marked on the map.

Henrik wasn’t the kind of man to get nervous, but he felt a seed of anxiety in his gut. His track record at sneaking into places was nearly flawless—being caught in Duke Ardun’s palace was one of the only times he had ever failed—but stealing a dragon’s egg was a different story. That wasn’t a situation he could fight his way out of. One mistake and he was dead, and probably Rasud and Tobias as well.

“That way,” Henrik said, pointing at a tall mountain peak in front of them.

“Please tell me we don’t have to climb that mountain,” Rasud said.

“No, the cave is toward the base of the mountain,” Henrik replied, looking at the map. “We should see it when we get close. I suppose we should keep our eyes out for flying dragons. Last thing we need is to be spotted.”

“Are there at least any trees to hide behind when we get there?” Rasud asked.

Henrik nodded and brought the looking glass back up to his eye. “There are a handful of small trees at the base of the mountain. Not a lot, but it’ll help. If we—” He cut off, staring in the distance.

“What is it?” Tobias asked, turning to Henrik.

“Orcs,” Henrik said. “One, two…about twenty of them. Hard to tell from this distance, but I think they have the witch-woman with them.”

“Oh joy,” Rasud said, running his hands over his hair. “Good thing I braided my hair this morning so I’ll look my best.”

“Which way are they headed?” asked Tobias.

“South,” Henrik replied. “And riding hard. Hard enough that even their horses will tire soon, although I wonder if the witch has a spell that helps with it.”

“Depends on what kind of magic she knows, I suppose,” Rasud said. “Or if she’s a shaman like me, what her ancestors are capable of.”

Henrik slowed his horse and the other men followed suit. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about them. They’re heading south and from the looks of it, trying to get somewhere as quickly as possible.”

“Maybe they saw the dragon,” Tobias said.

“Maybe the orcs beat us to it,” Rasud said. “Let’s hope for that. I’d rather fight a band of orcs than a dragon.”

“Not likely,” Henrik said, lowering the looking glass. “There’s no way a group that size could sneak up on a dragon. I’m not sure what they were trying to do, but from the looks of it, they’re leaving in a hurry.” He turned his horse to the north. “I’ll keep an eye on them, but I’m almost certain we’re fine.”

“If you say so,” Tobias said, but he looked concerned. “Mind if I take a look?”

“Sure.” Henrik nudged his horse closer to Tobias and handed him the looking glass. “They’re over that way.”

“Oh yeah, I see them,” Tobias said after a moment. “They’re definitely in a rush. I think we could ride closer to them and they wouldn’t care. They’re on a mission.”

“Exactly my thoughts,” Henrik said.

Rasud frowned. “So, I suppose I won’t be seeing the orc witch today, then. Shame. She’s missing out.”

Henrik laughed. “She’d probably skin you alive and make you dance.”

“I do appreciate a rough woman at times,” Rasud replied.

“What if the dragon is a woman, eh?” Tobias asked.

“Well. In that case, we’ll just have to see if she’s lonely or not.”

They all laughed at that. Henrik booted his horse back into a canter and the men continued north.

The hours dragged on, and by the time the sun was overhead, they were solidly in the foothills. That made travel slower compared to flat ground, but Henrik was just glad they were finally getting close. Their horses had proven their stamina over this journey, that much was certain.

“Where to, boss?” Rasud asked as they rode east along the foothills.

Henrik unrolled the map and studied it. If the map was accurate, they were close. He pointed to a low mountain in front of them. “There should be a draw on the other side of that. That’s where we’re headed.”

“Draw?” Rasud asked. “The only draw I know involves an artist.”

Henrik rolled his eyes. “It’s like someone carved a deep line in the side of the mountain.”

“Okay, that makes more sense,” Rasud said, eyeing the mountain in front of them. “Awfully big, isn’t it? I’m surprised the dragon isn’t higher up. Were I a dragon, I’d be at the top of the mountain. Hey, what about the northern dragons? Don’t stories say they sleep at the top of mountains?”

“I think so,” Henrik said. “In volcanos or something. Hard to know what’s truth and what’s just a story anymore.”

The ground slowly rose as the foothills turned to mountains. Around dinner time, they rounded the large mountain Henrik had earlier pointed at. The sparse trees in the area went as far as the draw, so Henrik led them to the edge of the treeline and there they dismounted.

“Don’t tell me we’re already here,” Rasud said, looking around.

“If the map is correct, we’re here,” Henrik replied. “We’ll let the horses rest. I would say set up camp, but I’d like to hurry out of here as soon as I return. Keep the horses ready to move.” He patted his horse on the neck. “Sorry, boy.” His horse whickered in reply.

All three men dismounted near one of the trees and tied their reins to a low branch. While he was there, Henrik took a moment to break off a few branches so they would have wood for a small fire the next day. He tossed them in the middle of the camp for the other men to cut down to size.

“Soon,” Henrik said, glancing to the west. The sun was double its height above the horizon, so they only had a few hours to wait. “Once it’s dark I’ll head out.”

"You're not going to wait and watch for a day or two, like you said?" Tobias asked.

Henrik frowned. "With the shape of this area, I can't see anything unless I'm very close. And if I'm that close, I might as well go ahead and get it over with. Besides, our food stores are getting low, and I don't feel like eating hardtack for a week straight."

“Ah, the calm before the storm, right?” Rasud said as he sifted through his saddlebags. “Although now that I think about it, that’s probably the wrong saying. At least, I certainly hope so. Time for a snack, at least.”

“Do you know how long it will take you?” Tobias asked.

Henrik fetched the map and studied it again. The location of the dragon’s cave looked to be fairly precise, but the wizard had said it was only an approximation. “Unfortunately, no. I would advise you two to sleep in shifts, so you’ll see me when I come back.”

“And if you don’t?” Tobias looked slightly uncomfortable asking the question.

Henrik frowned. “If I’m not back by morning, I’m probably dead. Go back to the city.”

“Well, that’s an unpleasant thought,” Rasud said after tearing off a piece of bread. He popped it in his mouth and chewed for a moment. “Let’s try to think positively, hmm?”
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The moment the sun went below the horizon, Henrik readied himself. His sword and scabbard were back with his horse—it was too large and heavy for sneaking, and would only get in the way. He wore fresh clothes to lessen the chances of the dragon smelling him. His shirt was black, to blend in with the night. He was as ready as could be for something as crazy as this.

Rasud had called upon his ancestors to cast a spell upon Henrik’s boots. The spirits worked their magic, and now Henrik’s boots made nary a sound as he stepped on the rock and rubble of the mountain path before him. While he was quite skilled in moving silently, his steps were unnaturally quiet now. He couldn’t even hear himself.

That silence granted him confidence as he stole across the rocks in the darkness. The draw wasn’t particularly steep, so it was an easy journey up the mountain. He even jogged for a bit, just to get there faster.

Twenty minutes later, he saw the cave. It was difficult at night, but the sky still glowed dark blue from the last bits of sunlight staining the horizon. It wasn’t fully black yet, but would be soon. He had left early on purpose, so he could find the cave before it went full dark.

Eyes on the cave, he moved in a crouch, slowly even with the silence spell on his boots. He was careful not to send any rocks tumbling away from his boots. Someone five feet away wouldn’t even hear him, and with his black clothes he was like a shadow in the night. He just hoped the dragon egg wasn’t too big to carry. He had no clue what size it would be.

The cave drew near and he paused to take a few deep breaths. Henrik was not a man that knew fear; he feared nothing, not even death. But when dealing with a dragon, it always paid to be calm and careful.

Henrik crouched behind a nearby rock and decided to wait until full dark. He didn’t think anyone could see him, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. When he was this determined, he could outwait a stone.

Time passed slowly as he watched the sky fade from dark blue to black. The dense blackness of night spread to cover everything, plunging the draw into a darkness so deep he could barely see the path in front of him.

A hundred feet in front of him the draw leveled out into a wide, flat plateau. Beyond that, the mountain rose sharply into the sky, and cut into the base of the mountain was the cave itself. Faint lights dancing against the stone of the mountain suggested a small fire. Henrik waited until those lights went out, then silently counted out a full thirty minutes.

He slowly rose from behind the rock and began creeping forward. As silent as the shadows around him, he moved toward the cave. He was in no rush now; if it took him all night to move these hundred feet, that was acceptable. Everything had to be perfect.

The ascending angle of the draw flattened out and he found himself upon the small plateau. A faint glowing of coals next to the cave entrance proved his earlier observation correct; there had been a small fire, but it had gone out some time ago. He could barely even smell the coals.

He pressed himself against the stone wall and moved closer to the mouth of the cave. It was large; huge, even. Although he supposed if a dragon lived in there, it had to be. The entrance to the cave was at least thirty feet tall and twice as wide. He swallowed heavily when he thought about how big the dragon must be.

But fear had no hold on him, not even now. He never slowed; just kept slowly pressing on, inching closer and closer to the cave. It was only twenty feet in front of him. He thought he heard something for a moment, so he stopped and cocked his head to the side to listen. Yes, very faint. The sound of breathing. Of something huge breathing. His heart pounded, but he pushed those thoughts away.

Instead, he reminded himself that his fate was in his hands. Once he returned this to that bastard of a Duke, he’d be free to live his life again. Hell, if the pay was good enough he might even take a job here and there from the Duke, although he couldn’t see himself working for him too often. He preferred to be in charge of himself, and working for someone regularly was too—

“If you want your head to remain on your shoulders, I’d recommend you stop right there,” said a woman’s voice.

Before Henrik could turn, he felt cold steel and a razor sharp edge pressed against the side of his neck, right where the arteries were. He stopped dead in his tracks.

How had she done it? Even as large as he was, Henrik's skills at thievery were rather good. His hearing was as sharp as a wild animal’s; the fact that a woman had sneaked up on him was all wrong. The fact that someone had a blade to his neck set his blood to boiling, though, and dangerously close to the edge.

“I hope you know how to use that,” Henrik growled. “I can name on one hand all of the men that have put a blade to my neck, and not a single one still lives.”

“Good thing I’m not a man,” she replied, but she pulled the blade away. Within the cave something rustled. Something huge. “Turn around.”

Henrik slowly turned to face her.

She was tall for a woman, with pale blonde hair gathered at the nape of her neck. Her face was beautiful beyond words but was currently as hard as the stone around her; her lips were pressed in a hard line and her blue eyes glowered at him. She wore a metal breastplate covered with intricate engravings and held a sword with a black blade. Henrik blinked at that. It wasn’t dirty; the steel itself was black, with golden scrollwork.

That brought a memory to the surface. The black blades of the dragon riders. That was something mentioned in a story he had heard as a child. Her arms were slender but muscular, and the way she held the blade suggested she knew how to use it. He didn’t have his sword on him, so he didn’t want to push her too hard. With only his dagger, it would be a hard fight to win.

“You’re one of them,” he said, unashamed at the wonder in his voice. “You’re one of the dragon riders.” If there was ever a character from a mythical tale, it was this stunningly beautiful woman and her silver armor.

“So, you’re not a complete idiot. Just mostly an idiot for trying to sneak up here.” There wasn’t a hint of fear in her voice, which was rare when a person faced someone like Henrik.

Henrik kept his mouth shut. He had to choose his words wisely.

“Why are you here?” she demanded, but at least she lowered her sword. She didn’t seem to be concerned at all that she was facing a man a full head taller than her and a hundred pounds heavier.

Henrik didn’t answer. He didn’t plan on saying anything until he was certain he could keep his head.

“You had better not be with those fucking orcs,” she growled. Her blade began to rise.

“No,” Henrik said. “In fact, we were attacked by an orc raiding party only a few days gone.”

“And you survived?” she asked. “You said ‘we.’ How many do you travel with?”

The sound of something massive scraping against stone echoed from the cave, and Henrik glanced over his shoulder. A head the size of a horse emerged. It was covered with pointed scales and had teeth that hung down even with its mouth closed. Two large eyes focused on him from beneath thick, ridged brows. To Henrik’s surprise, the eyes were bright blue. They almost seemed to glow with their own light.

He refused to allow fear to set in, and calmly turned back to the woman as if the dragon wasn’t right behind him. She hadn’t given any indication that she was going to kill him yet, after all.

“Three,” he said. “Myself, a witchman, and a soldier.”

“A witchman and a soldier,” she repeated. “So, what are you?”

“A thief,” Henrik said without thinking. He immediately cursed his loose tongue.

“A thief,” the woman said. Her voice hardened. “A thief has come to my home, after so much pain has already been caused by thieves.” She surprised Henrik by sheathing her sword. “I suppose you think that your size matters here? That your muscles mean you can survive?”

Henrik had no answer to that.

“We live in peace here,” she said, her voice growing angry. “We only ask to be left alone until we are needed.”

“You mentioned orcs earlier. Have you had problems with them recently?” Henrik ignored the sounds of the dragon emerging from the cave. He could feel its breath, like a breeze against his back, and it wasn’t even close.

Her face grew dark, visible even in the blackness of night. “Those thieving bastards. I would pray to the gods to grant us strength to hunt them down, but the gods abandoned dragons long ago.”

Henrik blinked at her words. Thieving bastards? He thought back to what Duke Ardun had said. When the dragon egg had been laid, every magic user in the land felt it. The day before, Henrik had spotted a party of orcs rushing away, and amidst their numbers was a witch-woman.

“The orcs stole from you,” Henrik said. Her subtle reaction proved him right. “They stole the egg.”

She placed her hand on the hilt of her sword and gripped it as if she wanted to use it. “They had their witch with them. She used magic to keep them hidden and stole the egg from us.” Her voice hardened further. “What do you care about that?”

Henrik couldn’t help it. He barked a laugh. “I was sent here to do the same thing. If I return without it, I’ll be sent to the gallows.”

His head suddenly rang and stars swam in his vision. It took him a second to realize she had slapped him, and hard. Few men could hit with that sort of power. He took a deep breath to keep his temper from rising, but being hit always made it flare up. A powerful breeze blew against his back as the dragon exhaled. He refused to turn and look at it. If it really wanted to eat him he couldn’t stop it, so there was no use worrying about it.

“I have yet to ever hit a woman, and I’d rather not start now,” Henrik said in a threatening tone. “So I’ll tell you one time. Don’t ever do that again.”

She stared at him for a moment, her sapphire eyes meeting his black ones. The scowl on her face slowly faded into a haughty smile. Henrik never even saw her hand. One moment it was by her side, and the next his head rang again.

His temper flared. Not fully, but the edges of his anger seared his mind, granting him speed and strength that no one could match, not even this dragon woman. He grabbed her by her breastplate with one hand and lifted her into the air, slamming her back against the stone face of the mountain. Her feet dangled a head’s height off the ground. She blinked in confusion; it took her a few seconds to realize what had happened.

“I said, don’t do that,” he growled. He still refused to hit a woman, but hopefully that would at least show her he wasn’t a person to trifle with. This close he saw her eyes were bright blue, just like the dragon’s. And just like the dragon’s, they almost seemed to glow with their own inner light.

The only warning he had was a faint reflection in those blue eyes.

Henrik dropped her and spun right as the dragon lunged at him. Its mouth was closed, which was fortunate. Probably just trying to ram him to the side to protect the woman.

Well, Henrik’s temper had the better of him, so as the dragon came near he slammed his massive fist right on the tip of the dragon’s nose, right where most animals were most tender. It felt like punching a brick wall, and he felt several knuckles break from the blow. He snatched his dagger out with his left hand and held it ready. If the dragon was going to try to eat him, he planned on taking it with him to the grave. He was no easy meat.

The dragon reeled, both from being punched in such a sensitive spot and at the notion that a mere human had been fast and strong enough to actually hit it. It opened its mouth and moved closer. Henrik locked eyes with the giant beast and held his dagger ready.

“Stop!” the woman called out.

The dragon glared at Henrik and blew steaming hot air from its nostrils, but eventually settled back on its haunches. Sitting there, it towered over him like a four-story building. It was somehow slender yet impossibly massive. Its great wings were folded against its back. It was hard to tell in the darkness of night, but its scales looked to be roughly the color of sand.

Henrik turned to look at the woman. She watched him as if seeing him for the first time. He took a deep breath to cool his nerves. His temper had almost gotten the better of him, but he had managed to keep it in check, just barely. That could have been a disaster. His hand ached, but he refused to acknowledge it.

“What sort of man are you that punches a dragon?” she asked, taking a step closer to him.

“One that doesn’t like being slapped,” Henrik said, his tone still filled with anger.

“That much is certainly clear,” she said. Her gaze went over his shoulder to the dragon. “No,” she said, her tone changing from anger to disbelief.

The dragon huffed, sending a blast of air at Henrik’s back nearly strong enough to make him stagger. He refused to turn and look. He wouldn’t give her the pleasure of showing even the tiniest amount of fear.

The woman shook her head. “No,” she said again. “That is impossible! You must be wrong.” Her lips compressed into an angry line. “Although yes, I felt him as well.”

The dragon made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a grunt.

“Are you talking to that thing?” Henrik asked.

She gave him a sharp glare. “She is not that thing, thief. She is Tossyth, and she is nearly as old as time itself. She has lived a thousand generations and has saved mankind more than once. You would do well to remember that.”

Henrik stayed silent. He still held his dagger in his left hand. The situation was too dangerous for him to assume otherwise.

“So, thief, Tossyth has taken an interest in you, but I don’t think you should be allowed to leave here with your life.” She raised her chin and placed a hand on her sword hilt. “Would you like to try to convince me?” Her eyes went to his dagger. “Or do you want to see if you’re faster than me with that little blade?”

Henrik chose his words carefully. The dragon exhaled against his back again. Very carefully, indeed.

“Something is wrong,” he said. “You need help. The orcs stole the egg from you, but you haven’t chased after them. They left a day ago, and you’ve stayed here. Something is wrong.”

Behind him the dragon let out a hissing roar; it was loud enough to echo off the mountain walls and chill his blood. Henrik wasn’t sure why, but he felt immense sorrow in the dragon’s voice. He focused on the woman’s face as a dragon’s paw slammed into the ground behind him. Its massive head was suddenly right next to him. It sniffed him, hard enough that he nearly fell over. He never broke eye contact with the woman.

“Tossyth says you aren’t afraid. She says other things about you, but I’m not ready to believe them yet.” The woman’s eyes went to Henrik’s hand. “Your hand is broken, isn’t it?”

“That’s why my dagger is in my other one,” Henrik said.

The woman looked over his shoulder at the dragon again. “Yes, yes, I know. Okay, fine.” She turned back to Henrik and fixed him with a hard stare. “Give me your hand, but put the dagger away first. Then we’ll talk.”
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Henrik watched the woman for a moment, looking for any signs of trickery. “I need your word that you aren’t going to have your pet dragon try to eat me.”

She flashed him an angry look. “She is not my pet, thief.” She took a deep breath to calm herself. “Tossyth is right about you. Without even realizing it, you see yourself above everyone else.” The hot anger in her voice suddenly turned as cold as a northern winter. “And trust me, if she wanted to eat you, there would be no ‘try.’ You would be in her belly in a matter of seconds, no matter how big you are.”

Henrik looked at her for a moment, then glanced over his shoulder at the dragon. The dragon met his eyes and snorted again. He finally slid his dagger into its sheath, then slowly extended his broken hand to the beautiful woman.

She was quite striking, with her flawless features and bright eyes. Even angry, she was probably the most beautiful woman Henrik had ever seen. He remembered the tales of the farmer that saw a dragon snatch one of his sheep away. The farmer had mentioned a woman with the face of an angel, riding the dragon like a man rides a horse. Seeing her now, Henrik understood.

She took a step towards him, then reached out and took his hand in both of hers. “You should thank Tossyth. She wants me to heal your hand. I just want to kill you.”

“Um. Thanks, Tossyth,” Henrik said. The dragon snorted again.

The woman placed her hand over Henrik’s, then closed her eyes and began whispering something in the language of magic. Her voice became soft, like the wind blowing through trees.

Henrik had been healed by Rasud more times than he could remember, and it was never a pleasant experience. The feeling of his skin crawling back together, of muscles pulling bones back into place was enough to make a man sick.

This dragon woman had different magic, apparently. Warmth flowed through Henrik’s arm and into his hand, like someone pouring hot water through his veins. His hand shifted as his knuckles moved back into place, but there was no pain.

“That should do it,” she said, releasing his hand. She looked up at him for a moment. Tossyth huffed again, but the woman didn’t say anything in return. She just continued looking at Henrik, her gaze hard and unwavering.

Henrik looked down at his hand and flexed it a few times. Not a single bit of pain was left. Furthermore, he felt like he had slept the entire night.

“My name is Anslie.” Her tone didn’t suggest she was thrilled at introducing herself.

“Henrik,” he replied. “Thank you for healing my hand.”

She just looked at him for a moment, her bright blue eyes hard like ice and twice as cold.

“So, what kind of bargain are we going to strike?” Henrik asked. “What will it take for me to leave here with my head still firmly attached to my neck?”

“I know, he is,” Anslie said, looking over Henrik’s shoulder at the dragon. “I wish it weren’t so.”

“Are you going to tell me what she’s saying?” Henrik asked.

Anslie gave him a sharp look. “No. You haven’t earned that yet. Remember, Henrik, you came here to steal something precious from Tossyth and me. The only reason you didn’t is because others beat you to it.”

“And the only reason I came to steal it was because my life depended upon it,” Henrik said.

“So, someone sent you to steal the egg or they’ll kill you?” she asked.

Henrik nodded. “Being friends with the best thief in the city is the only thing that saved me from the headsman. Together we were going to do this.”

“Well, being a thief might save you from the jaws of a dragon,” she said. “You said you fought orcs earlier?”

Henrik nodded. “They were five and us three.”

“And how many of those five did you kill?”

“Three.”

She pursed her lips. “You said you have a witchman with you? I’ve only heard that term used in reference to the orc shamans.”

“My friend is a halfbreed. His father was an orc.”

“Well, pray that his magic is strong enough to keep you alive,” Anslie said. “You and your party are going to chase down the orcs that stole from us. You’re going to get our egg and bring it back to us, or Tossyth will strip the flesh from your bones.”

Behind him, the dragon let out a noise that sounded strangely like a dog’s whine. Henrik couldn’t be sure, but once again he thought he detected immeasurable sadness in the dragon’s voice. He didn’t know why he had that notion. She was a dragon; it wasn’t like he could talk to her like this woman could.

“So, if I bring the egg back to you, then I have to return to Selfoss empty-handed,” Henrik said. “Which means I’ll be spending time with the headsman, and he’s someone I’d rather not be acquainted with.”

“Don’t worry about that right now,” Anslie said. “Return the egg to us and I believe we can come up with a solution for your problem. But if you think you can take the egg and run, know that you’ll be torn to pieces. You and your friends.”

Henrik looked over at the dragon. Her head was right next to him, and she nudged him. This whole situation was strange and he didn’t understand it, but he knew better than to argue with this woman and her dragon.

“Fine,” Henrik said. He reached over and patted the dragon on the head the way he would have with a dog. She didn’t seem to mind. “We will try, but the orcs have a head start on us. I can’t promise we’ll be able to catch up with them before they meet up with others.”

“We can take care of that,” Anslie said. She walked over to the dragon and spoke to her in a quiet voice. They almost seemed to be arguing, but Henrik couldn’t hear them. Anslie shook her head and gestured, and the dragon stomped a foot in return.

Henrik just shook his head at the whole thing. A woman arguing with a dragon. Chasing after orcs to retrieve a dragon egg. Life took him in strange directions at times.

Anslie returned a moment later with a water skin in hand. “Here,” she said, smacking it against Henrik’s stomach. “Feed this to your horses. It will grant them unparalleled speed and stamina for a day.”

Henrik took the water skin and looked at it. “Magic?” he asked.

Anslie nodded. “Tossyth wants her child back, regardless of the situation, so she used her magic on this water. Remember, it’s for your horses, not you.”

Henrik frowned. “So that’s it? Now I am to leave and fetch this egg for you?”

“Yes,” Anslie said. “Unless you want to see what the inside of Tossyth’s stomach looks like.”

“Hard to argue with that,” Henrik muttered. “So be it. I will return with the egg, hopefully within a week.”

“See that you do,” Anslie said, placing her hands on her hips. “When you return, you may bring your companions. But you and I need to talk.”

“About?” Henrik asked.

“You’ll find out when you return with the egg,” she said. Her voice left no room for negotiation. “Tell me, Henrik the thief. Do you have a temper?”

The question struck Henrik like an arrow. He looked up at the beautiful woman and saw her watching him like a hawk.

“Why would you ask that?” Henrik said.

One corner of her mouth curved upwards in a smile, or more accurately a smirk. “Yes, you do have a temper, don’t you. And you become stronger with anger, right?”

Henrik just stared at her. How did she know about his temper? Sure, he had a reputation back in Selfoss, but this woman was a week’s ride away and lived in a cave. She should have known absolutely nothing about him.

“As I said, we will talk when you return. See that you move with haste, Henrik the thief.” She walked over to stand next to the dragon and placed her hand on the great beast’s neck. “Yes, yes, I know. We’ll see when he returns.” She turned to face Henrik. “If he returns.”

“If you think a band of orcs can stop me, you have a lot to learn,” Henrik said, irritated that she so openly questioned his fighting ability.

Anslie looked at him differently after that. She scanned him from head to boots, the way he would check a new horse before mounting it. After a deep sigh, she turned back to the dragon.

“I suppose. It could be worse, right? The others will find out soon enough. Yes, yes, I know I have to. You don’t need to remind me.”

Henrik groaned. He didn’t have the time nor the inclination to stand there and listen to her talk with a dragon. He simply turned and walked away.

“We’ll be waiting for you, Henrik the thief,” Anslie called out.

Henrik just kept walking. He had orcs to kill.
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His walk back to their makeshift campsite took a quarter the time as walking to the dragon’s cave. Henrik made no effort to stay quiet, although the last bits of Rasud’s spell still clung to his boots. When he came near, he picked up a small rock and threw it at a tree to announce his presence.

Rasud’s head peered from behind the tree, and his eyes widened when he saw Henrik.

“You’re back! But no egg. What happened, Henrik? Tobias, wake up. He’s back.”

Tobias jerked awake at the sound of the witchman’s voice. He blinked several times and looked around, then his bleary eyes focused on Henrik. He, too, noticed the lack of a dragon egg.

“Give this to the horses,” Henrik said, tossing the water skin to Rasud. “Make sure not to drink it yourself. We need to leave immediately.”

“So, are you going to tell us what’s going on?” Rasud said, walking to his horse.

“I’ll fill you in when we’re riding out of here, but the most important thing is that the orcs beat us to it.”

Tobias cursed under his breath. “It was those fucking orcs I saw yesterday, wasn’t it? The ones riding so quickly away?”

“When I made that comment yesterday about them beating us to it, I didn’t expect to be correct,” Rasud said. “Well, no use complaining. Let’s go.”

Henrik nodded and went to his horse. His sword was there, so he took a moment to fasten his scabbard to his sword belt while Rasud finished watering the horses. Whatever dragon magic was in the water, it seemed to take effect almost immediately. The horses danced in place, eager to be off. It took Henrik a moment to calm his horse enough to pull himself into the saddle.

“Alright, out with it,” Rasud said a few minutes later as their horses picked their way down the stony ground. They had to move slowly so the animals didn’t break an ankle, but a mile ahead the ground leveled out more and they could ride faster.

“I’m not sure where to even start,” Henrik said, shifting in his saddle as his horse moved around a large rock.

“How about from the beginning?” Rasud said. Next to him, Tobias laughed.

Henrik took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his short black hair. “Well, your spell worked but somehow she caught me.”

Rasud shook his head. “Caught breaking into Duke Ardun’s palace, caught by a dragon woman. Henrik, you’re slipping, my friend. Do you need to attend a thieving school when we return?”

“No, not like that,” Henrik said. “I couldn’t even hear my own steps. And yet somehow, she was suddenly behind me with a sword to my neck.”

Tobias whistled between his teeth. “Impressive. From what I can tell, though, your head is still on your shoulders, so she let you go.”

“Yeah,” Henrik said.

“More importantly, what did she look like?” Rasud asked.

“Well, she was beautiful,” Henrik said. “And not in the tavern wench sort of way. She was, I don’t know, majestic. Regal. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman as beautiful as her before.”

“So like that farmer said?” Tobias asked. “Remember, the innkeeper told us that story of the dragon taking the farmer’s sheep, and the farmer saw a beautiful woman riding the dragon?”

Henrik nodded. “Exactly like that. Well, she had blonde hair and bright blue eyes. And I don’t mean pale blue, but bright blue. They almost seemed to glow. What I found interesting was that her eyes were the same color as the dragon’s.”

“So, you saw the dragon?” Rasud asked excitedly.

“You could say that,” Henrik said with a chuckle. He avoided telling the men that he had broken his hand punching the dragon in the face. “I’m guessing the eye color is due to their link, their connection. She spoke with the dragon, although I could only hear her words.”

“Fascinating,” Rasud said.

“So, about the orcs,” Tobias began.

“Yes, the orcs,” Henrik said. “Those orcs we saw the day before beat us to the dragon. They managed to steal the egg, although I’m not sure how. Considering how easily she snuck up on me, I find it hard to believe that orcs could have stolen it. But, they did. Our job is to retrieve it.”

“Shit,” Tobias said. “So we have to fight orcs again? Well, hopefully it goes more smoothly than the last time.”

“I have an idea,” Henrik said. “If things go as planned, I would be the only one fighting. At least, initially. Can’t rely on an orc’s honor too much.”

Rasud gave him a look.

“I said orc, not half-orc,” Henrik insisted.

“So, we go fetch the egg from the orcs, then head back to Duke Ardun,” Tobias said.

Henrik shook his head. “No. We return the egg to the dragon. Anslie—that’s the dragon woman, by the way—was very insistent that if we try to return to Selfoss with the egg, we’ll end up in the belly of her dragon.”

Tobias frowned. “Well, that puts you in a hard place. Me as well. All of us. We’ll have to figure something out.”

“You can tell your boss that we stole it and then beat you,” Rasud said.

Tobias shook his head. “The duke doesn’t care about excuses. He only cares about results.”

“We’ll worry about that when I have the egg,” Henrik said. He only wanted to focus on one thing at a time.

The ground began to level out after a mile, and they let the horses move into a canter. The animals seemed eager to run, but Henrik didn’t want to risk wearing them out. The most important thing was that they spent a few minutes finding the tracks from the orc party. Twenty horses left an easy trail to follow.

“If I don’t let this horse run, I have a feeling she’s going to buck me off,” Rasud said. “What was in that water you gave me?”

“Something the dragon did,” Henrik said. “Something magical. Anslie said it would allow us to travel faster.”

“Well, then why are we holding them back?” Rasud asked. He slapped his reins and his horse bolted forward. Tobias was only a second behind.

“Don’t run yourself to death, okay boy?” Henrik said to his horse. He let the horse choose his own pace, which turned out to be a dead run.

Henrik had ridden plenty of horses in his years, but never one as fast as this. It was exhilarating, sitting atop a massive animal capable of running so damn fast. At that pace he expected the horse to slow down after only a few minutes—even well-conditioned horses couldn’t maintain a sprint like that.

But the horses kept running.

They ran on with endless stamina, never slowing, never faltering. For more than an hour they maintained that pace, and Henrik finally reined their group in and slowed them to a canter.

“Hey, the horses still want to run,” Rasud said.

“My horse seems as fresh as if he had a full night’s sleep,” Tobias said.

Henrik frowned. “I know, but I just don’t want to take any chances of the horses dropping dead from exhaustion that they never felt. We’re still moving quickly like this.”

“Yeah, but the orcs got a full day’s head start on us,” Tobias said.

“We just covered a day’s journey in little more than an hour,” Henrik said. He reached down and patted his horse’s neck. The animal wasn’t even sweating. “Huh. That dragon magic really is something, isn’t it?”

“I’m telling you, the horses are fine,” Tobias said.

“For a man that has killed so much, you’re oddly gentle with horses,” Rasud said with a grin.

“I just know if any of these horses become injured or die, our trip is over,” Henrik said. “But, I suppose it’s time to see what this dragon magic is capable of.”

Their horses leaped forward into a full gallop again, tails streaming in the wind behind them as they ran. Henrik was amazed at the strength of the dragon’s magic; for these horses to run so quickly for so long was no small feat.

Another hour passed and the horses finally began to slow. If they finally felt some measure of tiredness, then Henrik wanted to be careful. Their group slowed to a fast walk and each man kept a close eye on the horses. The animals breathed heavily and had a sheen of sweat on them, as if they had run hard for a few minutes.

“Amazing,” Rasud said. “I wonder what other type of magic the dragon has.”

“I suppose we’ll find out when we return,” Henrik muttered. Rasud looked a question at him so he continued. “Anslie said she had things to talk to me about upon our return.”

“Oh, Henrik is going to cuddle up to a dragon lady,” Rasud said, drawing another chuckle from Tobias.

Henrik barked a laugh. “I think she’d rather carve my kidneys out than share my bed.”

“Sounds like your kind of woman,” Rasud said. “It appears I’m getting my second chance with the orc witch-woman. Things are looking up for the both of us.” He turned to Tobias. “Sorry, Tobias. No women for you.”
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For the rest of the day they alternated between a canter and a fast walk and the horses never acted tired. Their energy seemed almost infinite.

“How far do you think we went today?” Tobias asked.

Henrik thought for a moment. “A fast horse can run a mile in two, two and a half minutes. We spent at least two hours at that pace, and since then we’ve continued to move quickly. I wouldn’t be surprised if we went seventy or eighty miles today.”

Tobias whistled between his teeth. “Eighty miles in a single day! I don’t think I’d believe it if I hadn’t been on the horse myself. Hell, I was right here and I still barely believe it. Hard to imagine going that far in a day. Certainly we’re catching up to them at that rate.”

“If we keep moving quickly, we might run into the orcs as soon as tomorrow,” Henrik said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we were able to see them by tonight. Speaking of which.” He reached back and pulled the looking glass from his saddlebags, then began scanning the horizon in front of them. “Nothing yet,” he muttered.

“How do you plan on dealing with that many orcs?” Tobias asked.

“Weren’t there twenty of them?” Rasud asked. “That’s a lot of people to fight, even for you, Henrik.”

“Simple,” he said. “I’m going to walk right in there and challenge them.”

Tobias just turned and gave him a flat look. “You can’t be serious.”

“Ah, one thing you’ll learn about Henrik is that he usually is, in fact, serious,” Rasud said, then turned to Henrik. “Really, though. You can’t be serious.”

“I am," Henrik said. "Let's be honest, I have a better chance of beating them in a fight than stealing from them, if my recent record at thievery is worth anything." He chuckled. "Orcs have a certain sense of honor. If I walk in there and challenge their best fighter, he’ll have to accept. Anything else would bring shame upon him. Can you imagine, the orc that refused to fight a human?”

“That’s true,” Rasud said.

“What about the others?” Tobias asked. “What’s the stop one of them from knifing you in the back?”

“Simple,” Henrik said, continuing. “If anyone else were to intervene, the orc I challenged would likely kill them for denying him the honor of a duel.”

“So, all you have to do is beat their toughest man in a fair fight?” Tobias asked.

“Oh, I’m sure it won’t be fair,” Henrik said. “In fact, I’m counting on them fighting as dirty as possible, and you two should expect to be ambushed.”

“Your plan isn’t filling me with confidence,” Rasud said.

“But think of all the men you can set on fire,” Henrik replied.

Rasud thought on that for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, I’m sold. And the witch-woman is mine. Tobias, you can have the horses.”

Henrik expected an angry comment, but Tobias just laughed.

“Hey, some of those orc horses were nice-looking. What can I say, it’s been a while.”

All three of them laughed at that.

“Do you think they’re still moving as quickly as we saw before?” Tobias asked some time later.

“No,” Henrik said. “Even their horses would tire. What’s most likely is that they raced away from the dragon’s cave as quickly as possible for as long as the horses could go, then slowed so they didn’t kill them. They probably had to take it easy today to keep from overstressing the horses.”

Henrik brought the looking glass back up and scanned the horizon again. A party of twenty orcs would leave an easy-to-follow trail, that much was certain. The dust cloud alone would make it easy to spot them. Unless they had already stopped.

“I think I see them,” Henrik said.

“Well, that was sooner than expected,” Rasud said. “I’m still not ready, though.” He combed his fingers through his black hair, then reached his hands behind his head and began braiding it.

“They’ve stopped,” Henrik said. “I was looking for dust from all those hooves, but they’ve stopped and set up a camp. As I said earlier, their horses probably need to rest.”

“Good thing they don’t have dragon magic,” Tobias said.

“Nope, just twenty angry orcs with swords,” Rasud said in a grim voice. “I’d better confer with my ancestors about this.” He began speaking in a low voice, the way he did when talking to his spirits.

“Henrik, I have a question,” Tobias said. “Why isn’t the dragon doing this? I would think a dragon would go after her own egg.”

“I’ve been thinking about that as well,” Henrik replied. “I don’t have a clear answer, but something is clearly amiss.”

“Is the dragon injured?”

Henrik shook his head. “I don’t believe so. At least, not physically. It’s possible the witch-woman did something to it with magic, I suppose. Anslie didn’t allude to any of that, though. To be honest I have no answer, but I found it strange as well.” He brought the looking glass back up to his eye and watched the orc camp for a moment. “I’d say we’re about an hour away from them. Let’s take a moment to rest, both us and our horses. We’ll pay them a visit this evening.”

He gave his reins a gentle tug and his horse slowed and eventually stopped. The other men did the same, then dismounted.

“So, you’re going to fight their best warrior,” Rasud said. “Are you sure about that?”

“Somehow, I think I’ll be okay,” Henrik said. “You might want to stay clear of me for a few minutes though, until you’re sure it’s safe.”

Rasud groaned. “Well, there’s a plan that certainly can’t go wrong.”

“Huh?” Tobias asked, taking a step closer with his reins in hand. “What did I miss?”

“Oh nothing, just Henrik planning on losing his mind and killing everyone around him,” Rasud said. “No reason to worry about anything at all.”

“Relax,” Henrik said. “Everything is going to be fine. I know what I’m doing.”

It wasn’t fully a lie. Henrik knew his capabilities with a sword, especially one-on-one. If by chance he found himself facing an orc that was the better…well, then he’d simply rely on his anger, and hope things didn’t go too far. Perhaps not the most thought-out plan, but they didn’t have time to craft something detailed and intricate. Sometimes brute force was necessary.

“Is that really your plan?” Tobias asked.

Henrik nodded.

The other man shrugged. “Well, you’re the best man with a sword I’ve met. If anyone can do it, it’s you. I just hope I don’t get caught up in the mess.”

Henrik retrieved his whetstone from his saddlebags, then grabbed his sword belt. “Orcs have their sense of honor, remember. I’m sure they’d love to run a spear through your gut, but that would be seen as trying to affect the outcome of our duel. Anything like that would likely make my opponent angry to the point of him killing anyone that messed with it.”

“I don’t like it,” Tobias said. “I don’t see that I have much choice, though.”

“Exactly,” Henrik replied. “Best not to stress yourself over things you can’t change. Just stay prepared and keep both your blade and your mind sharp.”

Tobias grunted at that, then went to his saddlebags to fetch his own whetstone.

Henrik sat down cross-legged and pulled his sword from its scabbard. After spitting on his whetstone, he ran it down the edge of his sword, making sure to keep the angle just right. Each side of his blade received fifty strokes, until he could damn near shave with it.

His dagger was next. Since that weapon was more for thrusting and parrying, its edge was at a slightly different angle. One hundred strokes later, he could easily shave hair off the back of his forearm with it.

“I haven’t quite managed to get mine that sharp yet,” Tobias said as he worked on his own blade. “I’m close, though.”

“Focus on the tip,” Henrik said. “That’s the part most likely to cut a man, and you generally won’t use the tip for parrying. Get it as sharp as possible. Although I suppose you can focus on your shield more than parrying with the blade.”

“Exactly,” Tobias said. “Being able to slam that thing into someone has saved my ass several times. You should consider using one.”

“I have in the past,” Henrik said. “Shields aren’t good for sneaking around, though. Same with armor. I just have to count on speed and a bit of luck.”

“Speaking of luck, I guess it’s time to see if those blessings we received are worth anything,” Rasud said.

“How are your ancestors?” Henrik asked. “Will they fight against orcs?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Rasud replied. “I mean, they aren’t keen on it, but they’re my ancestors. They’ll defend me from the gods themselves if I ask them. They’ll keep me alive at any cost, both because they’re my kin and because I’m their link to this world. As I told you before, when they serve me they get a taste of life again.”

“Well, I’m going to need a bit of their help,” Henrik said. “I know what I’m capable of, and contrary to what we spoke of earlier, I’d rather not lose my temper. I want to defeat this man squarely as myself.”

“I can help a bit,” Rasud said. “Remember, my ancestors are better at killing. Healing too, I suppose. We’ll do what we can, you have my word.”

“Wish I could do something to help,” Tobias said as he ran his stone down the edge of his sword.

“Stand on the outside of the ring and look as mean as possible,” Henrik said. “If anyone tries to help my opponent, kill them.”

“Oh, that simple?” Tobias asked with a chuckle.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be there to help,” Rasud said quietly. “And I plan on using my full power there. I’m better when focusing on stationary targets, so a camp is an ideal place for me to sow discord.”

“And by discord he means fire,” Henrik said.

Rasud just nodded.

“You want anything to eat?” Tobias asked as he pushed himself to his feet.

Henrik shook his head. “I’m fine. Maybe a snack at the most, but I don’t want to fight with a full stomach.” He examined the edge of his dagger, then double checked his sword. Both were about as sharp as could be, so he decided not to waste any more time on them.

Henrik stood up, then returned his sword to its scabbard. After that he buckled his sword belt around his waist, taking a moment to adjust it just so.

“Ready?” Rasud asked, watching him carefully. With battle close, the witchman had no time for jokes.

Henrik nodded. “I’m ready.”
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The three men approached the orc encampment on horseback as the sun was thrice its own height above the horizon. On their way, Rasud chanted, calling upon his ancestors to grant Henrik strength and speed. They couldn’t do much, but every bit helped.

Henrik positioned himself front and center, ensuring he would be the first one seen and addressed. That also meant he’d be the first one attacked, so he had to do this just right. The orc camp drew near, and Henrik studied it closely.

It was arranged in a crude circle around a single hut. Henrik assumed that was where the witch-woman slept; he couldn’t see her lying her head on a saddle like the men. One thing he knew about orc society was that they placed their shamans above basically everyone except the chiefs.

One orc had an antelope on a small folding table and was butchering the carcass. Stones had been arranged in a circle just outside the camp, ostensibly for cooking, although Henrik saw no firewood. The witch-woman would likely take care of that.

Several orc men noticed them approaching and called out. It caused quite a stir in the orc camp, and men began hurrying to gather their weapons. That was the narrow window of opportunity Henrik needed.

He booted his horse into a gallop, and managed to rein him in just outside the camp before any of the orcs were ready. He drew his sword and stared them down, showing not a single drop of fear.

“Who among you is the strongest?” Henrik roared at the top of his lungs. “Who among you is brave enough to face my blade?”

The orc nearest him took a step closer with a sneer on his face and a sword in his hand. Henrik pointed his sword at the man.

“Are you the best this group has to offer?” Henrik asked, loud enough that the others heard. “Is no man stronger than you?”

“Who gives a fuck,” the orc growled. “None of that will matter when I’m pulling your guts from a hole in your belly while you scream.”

“Watch your mouth,” Henrik said to him. “Or I’ll close it for you.”

That comment enraged the young orc, but at that moment another one pushed his way through the crowd.

He was large, nearly as tall as Henrik and deeper in the chest. Scars covered his ruddy green skin, and one of his tusks was chipped with the tip broken off. His face looked like it had been used as an anvil at some point. The orc took one look at the man threatening Henrik and raised his fist.

“If you think you’re the strongest of us, you’re welcome to prove that. Feel like using that sword?”

The smaller orc glared, but lowered his sword and took a step back.

“I’ll meet your challenge,” the massive orc said as he looked Henrik up and down. “But first tell me, why does a human charge into our camp demanding a fight?” His eyes narrowed. “With another human, and a halfbreed witchman by his side. Are you that eager for death?”

“Because you have something I want,” Henrik said. “And once I kill you, I’m taking it back.”

“The egg?” The orc laughed and turned in a circle. “This motherfucker thinks he can have the egg!”

Twenty orcs laughed, loud and strong at that. A small orc with shifty eyes stepped up next to the massive warrior.

“I didn’t go through all the effort of stealing it just to hand it over to a fucking human!” he said angrily.

“Who demands the egg?” a woman’s voice called out.

The orc men immediately went silent and lowered their weapons. The flaps of the lone tent opened and a woman emerged.

She wore robes similar to Rasud’s, but hers were thinner and open in the front. Her face had the strong lines of the orcs, but was surprisingly attractive, if one could look past green skin, tusks, and a murderous look in her dark eyes. Her hair was black, just like Rasud’s, and was held from her face with combs made of bone and gold.

“By the gods, I’m in love,” Rasud said, guiding his horse closer. “Henrik, you’ve got to let me handle this one.”

The woman stepped closer to them, walking slowly to show she didn’t consider them important. Tobias, she immediately disregarded. She looked quizzically at Rasud—the witchman had once said that his shamanistic powers were rare among the orcs. Her eyes focused on Henrik for a moment, looking him up and down.

“And who are you?” she asked as she stepped closer.

“My name doesn’t matter,” Henrik replied. “I’m here to fight for the egg.”

“That’s great, but I didn’t ask why you were here,” she replied without missing a beat. “I asked who you were.”

“His name is Henrik,” Rasud interjected. “And I am Rasud, a powerful witchman, as you can see. The strongest shaman in the land.”

She eyed Rasud briefly, then turned back to Henrik. “I will not deny Yakha his fight, but you will not have the egg, even if you win.”

“Then we’ll have to kill every last one of you and take it,” Tobias said.

Well, that certainly escalated things. The sound of swords being drawn was loud and sharp as every orc man grabbed a weapon. The witch-woman glared at Tobias, then turned back to Henrik.

“Does he speak for you?” she asked.

“No,” Henrik said. “I speak for myself, and I am here to fight for the egg.”

The woman studied Henrik for a moment, then turned and walked toward her tent. “Follow me,” she said, then raised her voice to the other orcs. “No one raises their blade without my permission!”

Henrik swung down from his saddle and walked after the woman, keeping his hand on his sword hilt. He looked straight ahead, focusing on her back, and ignored the grunts and curses coming from the other orcs.

“Ah, no you don’t,” Rasud said behind him. “Anyone makes a move toward me and I’ll fucking burn you to the ground.” A sizzling noise suggested he was showing off, creating fires from his hands. From the way the orcs all suddenly stepped back, that was likely.

The woman turned and glanced over her shoulder at Rasud. She muttered something to herself, then turned and walked to her tent. Henrik entered behind her.

The interior was sparse, but several cushions padded the floor. She sat on one and directed Henrik to sit on one across from her.

“Henrik,” she began, smoothing her robes over her legs. “First, let us finish our introductions. I am Shel. A witch-woman, as you can see.”

Henrik nodded at her. No need to be rude.

“So, you storm into my camp and demand the right to duel with my strongest fighter because you want the egg. We risked much in taking that egg. Do you really think we would hand it over?”

“I think your sense of honor would compel you to when I’m done with Yakha,” Henrik said.

She smiled faintly. “Do you really think you can beat Yakha in a fight?” Her tone was filled with doubt.

“Yes,” Henrik said without hesitation.

She took a deep breath and continued. “I respect your courage for doing this. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man that would do as you have. Why do you want the egg?”

Henrik decided that the truth was the best route with her. He had a feeling she could see through lies like glass.

“I’m returning the egg to the dragon. It belongs with her,” Henrik said.

“So, the warrior has a heart,” Shel murmured, sounding amused.

She watched him for a moment, looking for a reaction or a sign of what might be going on in his head. Henrik gave her nothing. He kept his face as blank as a stone wall.

“There’s a very good chance you will die by Yakha’s blade, so I don’t see any harm in honesty,” she said, smoothing her hair back. “I wish I could let you, Henrik. I do not like taking a child from its mother, even something as powerful as a dragon egg. But we all must answer to someone. I cannot let the egg out of my grasp.” She looked to the side and laid her fingers on a small chest “The egg must stay with me.”

“And what would happen if you gave the egg to me?” Henrik asked.

“High Chief Torgan is not a man to be trifled with,” she said quietly. “As powerful as I am, I have my limits. I do not have to guess what would happen; he has already told me. If I return without the egg, he will have his way with me for a week. After that, he will peel the skin from my body, then have horses pull my arms and legs out. Whatever is left of me will be eaten by ants and wasps.”

Henrik struggled not to shiver at her description of her possible fate.

“So as you can see, I cannot allow the egg to fall from my grasp,” she said. “Believe me when I say I wish things were different, Henrik. The truth is I wish the entire world was different. But I am an orc woman, and the only reason I have value is because I am a witch. With my powers I am granted an important place in our society, but I must sometimes do things that are…unsavory to retain that position.”

“We find ourselves at a stalemate then,” Henrik said. “If I do not return the egg to its mother, I’ll find myself in her belly.”

Shel scoffed. “No, you won’t. Tossyth is an emotional wreck over this. Any mother would be over the loss of her son, but this one is special. It’s different.”

“What do you mean?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” she replied, then pushed herself to her feet. “I wish you speed and strength, Henrik. You seem to be a good man. But no matter what happens, you cannot have the egg.”

Henrik stood as well, trying not to let his irritation show. “I think you make a grave mistake in underestimating me,” he said.

Shel shrugged. “So be it. Ready yourself. I can assure you that Yakha is waiting.”

Henrik stared at her for a moment, then left the tent. He couldn’t see any way this day wouldn’t end in bloodshed.
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Henrik walked out of the tent with his head high. The orcs had formed into a loose circle, and Yakha stood in the center with his sword in hand.

Tobias and Rasud stood on one side of the circle. Tobias had his shield ready, and Rasud had that look in his eyes that said he was only seconds away from burning the entire camp down. The witchman’s gaze fell on Shel and he winked at her. Henrik heard her laugh behind him.

“There he is,” Yakha said, pointing at Henrik with his thick-bladed sword. “The human that thinks he can beat me.” His laugh was loud and long, and the rest of the orcs joined in.

Henrik stretched his neck to each side as he stepped into the circle. He swung his sword in a few lazy circles to warm up his muscles.

“Oh, twirling his sword, very nice,” Yakha said in mocking tones. “Have you even tasted real battle, boy? I’ll wager I was putting men in the ground when you were still sucking on your whore mother’s teat.”

“Whenever you’re done talking, I’d like to start the fight,” Henrik said, refusing to take the bait.

Yakha roared to his companions and beat on his massive chest with ham-sized fists. The crowd cheered his name and he held his arms high while turning in a circle.

Tobias and Rasud remained in place. Tobias held his shield in front of him and kept his hand on his sword hilt like he expected the orcs to attack him at any moment. Rasud alternated between threatening to set people on fire and flashing smiles at Shel.

“Are you so eager to die, whelp?” Yakha asked, finally turning to face Henrik. The orc was confident, that much was certain. Henrik simply ignored his taunts.

“Let’s end this foolishness,” the orc growled, and swung his blade.

He moved with surprising speed, and the kind of accuracy that came from years of experience. Henrik brought his sword up at an angle, deflecting the blow that would have taken his head, and his lightning-fast riposte nearly slashed Yakha across the face.

The massive orc took a step back, his face a mask of surprise. That shock quickly turned to focused anger, and he brought his sword back up. He stepped closer to Henrik, working with a two-handed grip now.

Now that he knew to take Henrik seriously, he lashed out with fast blows to test Henrik’s speed. Henrik met each one with ease, turning them aside harmlessly. Yakha’s brows drew down when he realized he was facing a skilled opponent.

Henrik stayed on the defensive for the first few minutes, letting the massive orc burn off some of his energy. The orc was clearly a highly skilled fighter, but his style was a bit wild and relied on brute force. He knew almost no one could stand against him, so he focused on overpowering his opponent as quickly as possible.

But Henrik was a veteran of more battles than most soldiers twice his age. He knew how to be patient, how to wait for an opening. When Yakha overextended himself just slightly while trying to slice Henrik’s face off, Henrik moved it and slid the tip of his blade along the back of Yakha’s shoulder.

The orc roared in anger and redoubled his efforts. Henrik allowed himself to be driven backward in a circle and focused on parrying the big orc’s attacks.

At one point, a smaller orc took a step towards them with a dagger held low in his hand. His eyes focused on Henrik, but he suddenly screamed in pain as fire erupted from his hand.

“Don’t even fucking think about it!” Rasud shouted. “If anyone else feels like cheating, I’ll set them on fire as well.”

Yakha took a quick step back and disengaged from the battle. Henrik lowered his sword, showing he allowed it.

“You dare to take my honor?” Yakha shouted at the smaller orc, who writhed on the ground, clutching a hand that had been charred black. “You dare to take this kill from me?” He rammed his blade into the other orc’s stomach, twisted, and pulled it free. The other orcs took a step back, and Yakha spat on the dying man.

Henrik waited patiently for the other man. Yakha recognized this and stared at Henrik for a moment.

“You fight with honor,” Yakha said. “I will take great pride in killing you today, and will remember your name.”

Henrik knew enough about orcs to know that Yakha meant it as a great compliment. He simply replied with a nod.

Yakha took a few breaths, then raised his sword again. Blood oozed from several shallow cuts on his body, but it wasn’t enough to slow him. He eyed Henrik the way a man would watch a lion.

Yakha suddenly rushed forward, putting his entire weight behind a savage chop at Henrik’s neck. Henrik brought his sword up and parried. He tried to score a line across the orc’s chest, but Yakha’s sword was there again. The orc was taking things more seriously now that he realized he faced a truly deadly opponent.

Henrik knew he could beat Yakha, but he also knew he had to put on a show in order to intimidate the rest of the orcs. His plan was to wear the big man down, then kill him in the most savage way possible. Strength was about the only thing the orcs truly respected.

Henrik allowed himself to be driven backward in a circle. Each time the big orc attacked, Henrik parried and managed to land a slice somewhere. Blood loss would slow Yakha in a matter of minutes. As Henrik stepped back, orcs shouted curses and threats. Some of them were nearly close enough to touch him, but he was only able to focus on Yakha.

He brought his sword up and parried another brutal chop from the huge orc, then moved to swipe the tip of his sword right across Yakha’s face. Sharp pain blossomed in the back of his right thigh, causing him to stumble. Orcs snickered behind him.

Henrik threw himself to the ground and rolled on his shoulder, then sprang back to his feet. One of those fucking bastards had slipped a dagger into the back of his thigh. He felt hot anger boiling in his veins.

As soon as he was back on his feet he met a barrage of Yakha’s attacks. The orc knew Henrik was injured; he didn’t seem to be so angry about someone stealing his glory now. Perhaps because he knew Henrik would beat him otherwise. Blood streamed from a dozen wounds on the orc’s face and body.

Yakha charged forward, putting all of his strength behind a landslide attack. Henrik parried and dodged, then shouted in anger as another dagger went into the back of his leg. This time he stumbled, and that was all Yakha needed. He rammed his thick-bladed sword right into Henrik’s stomach.

Yakha grinned darkly as he began to twist the blade. The circle of orcs shouted and cheered. Rasud looked horrified, and Tobias was readying his own sword.

Henrik gasped at the searing pain in his gut. Before he could do anything about it, Yakha’s massive boot slammed into his chest, sending him flying backwards. It was a testament to the orc’s strength that he could move Henrik that way.

“Fucking shit,” Henrik growled as he hit the ground. The pain in his stomach blurred his thoughts, but he felt his anger rising like lava in a volcano. Those fucking orcs cheated.

Yakha thrust his thick arms over his head and roared to the crowd. The other orcs beat their gauntleted fists against their chest or slammed weapons against shields, anything to make a racket. “Finish him, finish him!” they chanted. Tobias looked ready to be sick. Rasud looked ready for murder.

A dark presence took over Henrik, and the pain in his stomach faded until it was like another man’s pain. He felt his face twist into a scowl as his eyes focused on Yakha, who was still celebrating. His entire body tingled and he felt like a passenger in his own mind.

“Oh shit,” Rasud said, his eyes on Henrik. “Tobias, be ready. Things are about to get really ugly.”

Tobias glanced around, waiting for an orc to attack. The man looked ready to fight to the death. He also looked ready to piss himself.

Henrik pushed himself to his feet, dragging his sword with him. His vision sharpened and his heart pounded in his chest. Many of the orcs stopped their cheering when they saw him rise. Yakha finally lowered his fists and turned to watch Henrik.

“So, you’ve still got some fight in you,” he said, bringing his sword back up. “I will take great pride in cutting your head off.”

He rushed in like an avalanche, but this time Henrik met every attack with ease. He parried the orc’s swings with such force that he stopped his advance and drove him back.

Yakha stepped to the side, trying to drive Henrik back against the circle of orcs again. Henrik refused to be driven back.

Instead, Henrik rushed in, his blade a blur. The orc tried everything possible to parry and move, but he wasn’t nearly fast enough. After only a matter of seconds, half a dozen bloody gashes leaked his life onto the hard ground.

The massive orc brought his sword around, putting all of his strength into a blow aimed right at Henrik’s neck. The amount of force he put into the attack would have staggered any other man.

Henrik dipped beneath it, then ran the edge of his blade along the inside of the orc’s arm, right to the bone. The orc shouted in surprise as his sword fell from a suddenly numb hand.

Henrik dropped his own sword and rushed in, stepping on the orc’s boot and slamming his forehead into the orc’s face. The orc spluttered, and Henrik grabbed the front of his tunic, then used it to slam his head into the orc’s face a second time. The orc crashed to the ground like two hundred pounds of meat.

Henrik moved on top of the orc and brought his mighty fist up while his other hand gripped the orc’s thick neck like a vise. He slammed it into the orc’s already flat nose, crushing it to the side. A second blow turned the orc’s nose into little more than a splatter of blood. Both of his hands went to the orc’s face and he drove his thumbs into the orc’s eyes, ignoring the hands that beat at him.

Ragged fingernails dragged down Henrik’s cheeks, opening bloody rents in his skin. He drew his head back, keeping the fingers from his eyes, and bared his teeth in something that might have been a smile. The pain in his face only served to heighten his anger. He rammed his fingers all the way to the back of the orc’s eye sockets, then used his grip to slam the back of the orc’s head against the ground.

The crowd had gone completely silent by that time, but Henrik had no care for crowds. He lived for the kill, the feeling of tearing life from his foes. He slammed the back of the orc’s head against the hard ground again and again, until a pool of red around it soaked the ground and the orc went limp. Henrik hit the orc’s head one last time, feeling it split.

He stood up and grabbed the orc’s sword. It was thick and heavy, but well made. Turning, Henrik saw the orc that had stabbed him in the back of the thigh. He took two steps toward the orc, drew the sword back over his head, and flung it forward.

It whirled through the air, catching the orc completely off guard. No one expected a man to throw a sword, especially one that size. The orc scrambled backward, but someone was behind him and in his way. The blade slammed into his shoulder, right at the base of his neck. Dark blood sprayed across the orcs standing next to him.

Henrik retrieved his sword from the ground and looked around the circle. “Where is the other son of a whore that stabbed me in the leg?” he roared. None of them answered. “Fine. I’ll just have to kill every one of you, then.” He raised his sword and walked toward the nearest orcs.

“Henrik!” a voice shouted. “Take a deep breath, Henrik! The fight is over and you won!”

“The fight is never over,” Henrik growled. “Every one of these motherfuckers would have gladly killed me. It’s time to repay the favor.” He raised his sword and approached the nearest orc, who hurried back, trying to get away. “Come here!” Henrik roared.

“Henrik!” that voice shouted again. “He was not part of the fight. You won the fight, Henrik. Take a deep breath.”

Henrik turned to see who was bothering him. Some fucking halfbreed wearing robes. So, a witchman. That could get dangerous, but as long as he was fast, he’d be okay.

Something caught Henrik’s eye and he turned and glanced to the side. One of the orcs had a dagger in hand. Henrik snatched his own dagger from his belt and threw it, left-handed. It slammed into the orc’s chest and he fell to the ground.

“Have none of you any honor?” Henrik roared, turning to face the cowards that circled him. “Twice I was stabbed in the back of the leg. Twice!” He shook with rage as he walked up to the largest man he could find, then pointed at the orc’s chest with his sword. “You. In the circle. Now.”

“Henrik, he is not your enemy!” that fucking annoying voice called out. It scratched at Henrik’s mind like a fingernail picking at a scab. He turned his head and snarled at the witchman. He would die next.

“Henrik, it’s me, Rasud!” he shouted. “We grew up together in an orphanage in Selfoss. Do you remember the stew they made for lunch every day?”

Henrik blinked. A memory floated through the ocean of rage in his mind and settled on the surface. Bland stew, but at least it was hot. “They served it with fresh bread, which was the only good thing about it,” he said, then turned back to the large orc. The man trembled with fear, but at least he had the courage to stand in place. Henrik tightened his grip on his sword. He would kill everyone here if that’s what it took.

“What about Anslie?” the annoying witchman called out.

“Anslie?” Henrik shook his head as more memories broke through his anger. A face formed in his mind, a face with long blonde hair and bright blue eyes. The most beautiful face he had ever seen.

“Don’t you want to see her again?” the witchman asked.

The beautiful woman rode a dragon. That much he remembered. A dragon….

Henrik turned until he saw the orc witch standing there at the southern end of the circle. She raised her chin, refusing to back down as he slowly approached.

“Give me the egg,” Henrik said in a low, threatening tone. “Give me the fucking egg or I will kill everyone here.”

“No, Henrik!” the witchman called out. “She’s mine. I’m pretty sure she has the hots for me. I saw her looking.”

Henrik’s anger bubbled like a cauldron, but something else rose to the surface. A laugh. It broke through the crust of his rage and he found himself chuckling. It sounded like death itself laughing. The orc witch stood her ground, meeting Henrik’s gaze. That was no easy feat.

Pain began to grow in Henrik’s stomach. He turned to walk toward the witchman and looked down at himself. Blood poured from a deep wound in his gut with each step he took. He grit his teeth and refused to allow any of the pain to show on his face as he walked towards the witchman. Next to him, a soldier brought his shield up, ready to fight.

Henrik examined his sword for a moment, then walked over to the dead orc, Yakha. He wiped the blade clean on the orc’s tunic, then slid his sword into its scabbard. After that, he walked back over to the witchman. To Rasud.

“I think I need some healing,” he said, forcing a smile.
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The only thing that kept the orcs from attacking was their fear of Henrik. Sometimes his temper came in handy like that. Still, they eyed the group while fingering the hilts of their weapons.

Henrik grit his teeth through the pain of Rasud’s healing. Tobias alternated between watching him warily and keeping an eye on the orcs.

“I almost thought we lost you for a minute there,” Rasud said as he examined Henrik’s stomach.”

“It’s getting worse,” Henrik said. “I’m amazed your mention of stew helped me break out of it. I was going to kill everyone here.”

“Do you think the dragon woman will know how to help?” Rasud asked. “Dragons are powerful with magic. Perhaps she’ll know something.”

Henrik shrugged. “I don’t know. I think my best option is to just keep a tighter rein on my temper. I would have been fine here, except some asshole stabbed me in the back of the thigh.”

“Can’t rely on the integrity of an orc,” Rasud said. “Half-orcs sometimes, but never a full orc. Although I have yet to decide on the witch.”

“Leave it to you to use humor to draw me out of a black mood,” Henrik said.

“I think it won me some points with her as well,” Rasud replied.

“I’m glad you made it,” Tobias said, finally taking a step closer to Henrik. “We still need to get the egg, though.”

“You’re right,” Henrik said with a frown. “Shel, the witch, confessed that she would like to give the egg back to its mother, but she can’t. Apparently this new orc chief is quite the cruel one.”

“Well, that’s a start,” Rasud said. “You think we can convince her?”

Henrik thought on that for a moment. “She was rather firm on not wanting to lose her life.”

“Well, she just needs to spend some time with me, I guess.” Rasud ran a hand over his hair. “Five minutes with me and she’ll be like putty in my hands. She’ll agree to anything.”

Tobias laughed at that.

Rasud whispered in a low voice to his ancestral spirits, and the wispy beings moved away from him and toward the camp.

“So, what now?” Tobias asked.

“We have to find a way to convince her to give up the egg,” Henrik said. “It’s either that, or we kill everyone and take it.”

“Us against nearly twenty orcs?” Tobias asked. “Fighting five was hard enough.”

“Yes, but these orcs are stationary,” Rasud said. “Never underestimate my ability to set people on fire, especially when I can catch them off guard. Also, I spoke with my ancestors. I think they’ll cooperate better now.”

“We should go talk to her,” Henrik said. “I think we have a chance, if we can find the right angle.”

“I guess it’s worth a try,” Tobias said, but he didn’t seem convinced.

“Come on,” Rasud said, walking back toward the camp. “Worst she can say is no.”

They followed the witchman through the small camp, ignoring the murderous stares of the orcs. Once they reached the witch’s tent, they stopped.

“I can’t really knock on this thing, so I’d like to ask permission to enter,” Rasud said.

“You and your friends may enter,” Shel replied from within the tent.

Rasud pulled the tent flap open and held it for Henrik and Tobias, then stepped in after them. The tent was just big enough for the four of them, but not standing. Henrik and Tobias sat across from Shel.

Rasud entered the tent, then stopped and brought a hand up as if surprised. “By the gods, you’re even more stunning up close,” he said.

Shel blinked at that comment, probably not used to men flirting with her. Certainly not as over-the-top as Rasud.

“When we received that blessing from Lunias, I wondered what form it would come in,” Rasud said, taking a step towards Shel. “Now I can see that you’re not a blessing from some god. No, you’re a goddess yourself.” He held his hand out.

Shel’s eyes widened and she opened her mouth to reply, then closed it and slipped her hand in his. Rasud bent down and kissed her knuckles, then released her hand.

“Rasud, was it?” she asked.

“She remembered!” Rasud said, smiling at his companions. “I tell you, this bodes well for our future, Shel.”

“Our fu—hold on.” Shel raised both hands as if she could physically ward off Rasud’s advances. “No, stop. Tell me why you’re here.”

Henrik opened his mouth to reply, but Rasud was faster.

“I’m here because I just found the perfect woman and I’d like to pledge my everlasting love to her. My companions, however, are here for the dragon egg. I would recommend giving them your ear. I’ll gladly take the rest of you, though. Even without the ear, you’re still quite beautiful.”

“Huh?” she asked, confused by his rambling. Rasud just grinned.

“We must have the dragon egg,” Henrik said, trying to make his voice gentle. “You explained your situation to me earlier, and I understand that puts you in a bind. But we cannot leave here without it.”

She shook her head. “As I told you before, I would if I had the choice. But I value my life. Returning the egg isn’t worth what High Chief Torgan would do to me.”

“I see a simple solution to this,” Rasud said. “My friend Henrik can simply kill Torgan. I would help, of course.”

Henrik tried not to groan. He already struggled with his temper. The last thing he needed was to fight the orc chief.

Shel laughed, sharp and quick. “Killing him would certainly make things easier for me.”

“Why haven’t you killed him yet?” Rasud asked. “I’m assuming your magic is strong?” He finally settled down, sitting cross-legged next to her.

Shel watched him for a moment. “Yes, although I’m not quite as strong as you. I don’t think I’ve met anyone as strong as you, to be honest. And yet you’re only half orc.” She sighed. “Killing him isn’t easy. He is a fierce fighter, and surrounded by guards. Women aren’t valued very highly in orc society, except for the children they bear. Me being a witch grants me a powerful position, but I am still below the chief.”

“But you have magic!” Rasud exclaimed. “How easy would it be to simply set him on fire!”

She shook her head. “I wouldn’t make it out of there alive.”

“So you set the witnesses on fire as well, and then hurry away,” Rasud said. “Look, my love, if there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that setting people on fire will solve a lot of problems.”

“Why do you do this?” she asked, turning back to Henrik.

“I gave my word,” Henrik replied. “I’m not a man that’s in the habit of breaking his word.”

She sighed again. “Your argument appeals to me. As I told you before, I believe that a child belongs with his mother. But I don’t think you understand just how strong and cruel Torgan is.”

“I don’t think you understand just how much killing we are capable of,” Rasud said flatly.

She eyed Henrik. “I saw him. Never before have I seen a man take a sword in the belly, then get up and fight as if unharmed. What strange magics flow in your veins, Henrik?”

“I just get angry sometimes,” he replied.

“Well, in that case I hope to stay on your good side, even though I am telling you no,” Shel said.

“Come with us,” Rasud said quietly. “We can protect you, you know. You could have a life of gold, maybe even study magic in an academy.”

Shel looked at Rasud for a moment. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Rasud smiled. “I’m rarely serious, but this time I am. Tell me, have you ever known the love of a man, Shel? A good man?”

“I don’t see why that’s your business,” she replied, but from her tone Henrik thought the answer was no.

Henrik just let him work. His witchman friend did seem to be rather smitten with this orc woman, which was a new thing. Rasud often thought with his manhood, but he never grew feelings for a woman. It seemed this witch was different. Well, she was quite pretty, if one were attracted to orc women. Henrik certainly wasn’t.

At that moment the tent flaps rustled softly, and Rasud’s ancestral spirits entered. They went right to him, and his eyes narrowed as he listened to them.

“Your spirits are strong,” Shel said.

“They are,” Rasud agreed. “And they bring me some rather interesting news. The orcs are planning on attacking us on our way out.” He turned to Shel. “And here I thought we were getting along just fine.”

“This is not my doing,” Shel replied. “But you came into a camp of soldiers. You should have expected as much.”

Henrik frowned. She was right, but his ability with a sword often made him a bit reckless.

Well, he hadn’t lost a fight yet, and he didn’t plan on starting any time soon. He stood, at least as much as he could in the tent. The low height made him loom over the orc witch.

“I’m going to go outside and kill everyone that doesn’t run away. When I’m done, I’m coming for the egg. I don’t say this as a threat—I won’t hurt a woman. Just as a warning.”

“The other option is for you to come with us,” Rasud said.

“What, and become the most hunted woman in the wastes?” she said. “Chief Torgan would lose his mind and send every orc after me. I wouldn’t last a week.”

“Sounds like you need powerful friends,” Rasud said. “Henrik, how afraid of Torgan are you?”

“I fear no man,” Henrik replied.

“There you have it,” Rasud said. He watched the orc woman for a moment, but she moved nothing but her eyes. She looked ready to burst into tears.

“I don’t have time for this,” Henrik said. He stepped across the small tent, pushed the flaps open, and stepped outside.

“Guess I’d better go as well, to prevent a disaster,” Rasud said. The rattling of armor said Tobias moved as well.

Henrik stood there for a moment, eyeing the camp. He saw it right away.

The orcs weren’t screaming and charging him. They were smarter than that. But no matter what they were doing—tending to their horses, arranging a bedroll, preparing food—each man had a weapon in hand. As soon as Henrik and his party moved closer, they would attack.

“If they want a fight, they picked the right man,” Henrik said.

“This makes me glad I have a shield,” Tobias said. He stared down at nearly twenty orcs, all of whom wanted him dead.

“Well, I suppose it’s my job to start the party,” Rasud said. He reached beneath his robe and grabbed his short staff, then began chanting in a low voice.

Some of the orcs noticed this and reacted. “It’s the witchman!” one of them shouted, and grabbed a bow. The orc nocked an arrow, pulled the string back to his cheek, and fired right at Rasud.

Tobias saved the day. He brought his kite shield up in front of Rasud and the arrow slammed into it, barely scratching the surface of the steel.

“Oh, you son of a bitch!” Rasud shouted.

His chanting grew heated and wispy spirits raced away from him. The orc that had fired the arrow suddenly screamed as his face burst into flames. The ancestral spirits raced through the camp, and where they touched fire broke out. It only took a matter of seconds for everything to catch fire.

The orcs grabbed their weapons and charged. Henrik stepped in front of Rasud and brought his sword up. Tobias stood on the other side with his shield ready.

“Try not to take my head off, okay?” Tobias said, only half-jokingly.

“Good thing you’re shorter than me, then,” Henrik replied, also half-jokingly.

The orcs rushed them and Henrik met them head-on. These men were skilled fighters, but lacked the size and technique Yakha had possessed back when his head was still in one piece. Henrik parried a thrust from the first orc, then slashed him across the throat.

Tobias kept his shield in front of him and let his sword dart out. The moment an orc drew near, that sword drew blood. Having survived one battle with orcs, he was wiser now, and used the shield to his full advantage.

Rasud’s chanting continued and a ball of fire completely consumed one of the men charging them. Everyone around him screamed as their skin was charred from the flames. Of the man that Rasud had set on fire, nothing remained except for a twisted, charred skeleton.

Henrik parried another thrust and sent the orc into Tobias’s shield. The orc crashed against it and Henrik kicked him in the hip, sending the orc to the ground. Tobias’s sword darted out, catching the orc in the throat.

An orc suddenly turned and screamed as both of his eyes exploded in balls of flame. Seeing that was enough to stop the advance. The orcs' numbers had been reduced by nearly half, and the remaining men turned and fled.

“Enough,” a woman’s voice said from behind them. Henrik glanced over his shoulder and saw Shel holding the small chest that contained the dragon egg. “I do not wish for more of my people to die.” She took a deep breath and drew herself up. “If I die, then so be it. But I will do the right thing. Take the egg.” She held it out.

Tobias reached for it but Rasud stepped between them and grabbed the chest. Shel stood a few inches taller than the witchman. “You say that like you expect to die,” Rasud said.

“For this, I will,” she replied.

Rasud rolled his eyes. “Did you hear a word I said earlier? Ready your horse, woman. You’re coming with us.”
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It took a bit of convincing to get Shel to ride with them. Although she agreed with giving the egg back, she acted like she was committing a grave sin against her people.

“Years of living beneath a tyrant can convince you of things like that,” Rasud said as he lifted her saddle for her. He fastened her bulging saddlebags behind it. His voice sounded tired. Working with that much magic tended to be exhausting, from what he had told Henrik.

“I can assure you that you have no need to feel any measure of guilt,” Rasud said. He reached out and placed a hand on Shel’s shoulder.

“He’s right,” Tobias said as they pulled Shel’s horse closer to theirs. “No one needs a dragon egg except a dragon.” He pulled off his helmet and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Why Tobias, it sounds like you’ve had a change of heart,” Rasud said.

The soldier turned to face Rasud and frowned. “Yeah, well…. I guess being around you two has changed me a bit. I’m not sure what my future holds anymore, but I want to do the right—"

An arrow suddenly struck Tobias in his shoulder with enough force to penetrate his mail armor. He shouted in both pain and surprise and dropped to the ground, clutching at the wound.

Rasud grabbed Shel and pulled her behind their horses. He scanned around and found two orcs nearby with bows. They were already reaching for more arrows.

The distance was too far to throw a dagger with any reasonable effectiveness, but Henrik snatched a stone from the ground and hurled it at them. It struck one of the orcs in the chest, not hard enough to hurt him but hard enough to surprise him and make them both pause for a few seconds.

In those few seconds, Rasud sent his ancestors across the ground. Faint wisps of smoke streaked through the air as Rasud angrily chanted his spell. The orcs raised their bows to fire again, but they were too late.

Their bows shattered, leaving the soldiers holding nothing but splinters. Before they could react, the spirits tore flesh from their faces in thick strips. The orcs tried to run, but that only resulted in the flesh being pulled from their legs. They collapsed onto the ground as Rasud’s spirit ancestors stripped them to the bone. They died a hard death, but it only took a matter of seconds.

Henrik glanced at Tobias, then reached into the man’s saddlebag and withdrew a clean shirt. He pressed it against the wound in the man’s shoulder to try to stop the bleeding. He carefully pulled the man up and helped him into his saddle. Tobias winced the entire time but managed to hold onto the pommel. He kept his other hand against his shoulder.

Rasud staggered to his knees. Shel reached down to help him stand, and he graciously accepted her hand. “Sorry, after all that magic I am exhausted.”

“I’ve never seen anyone get their ancestors to move that quickly before,” Shel said as she climbed into the saddle.

“I guess I’m on their good side,” Rasud said.

“We ride!” Henrik shouted as soon as everyone was mounted.

They left in a hurry, although they weren’t able to let the horses gallop or Tobias might have fallen. Henrik rode next to Tobias, keeping his hand out to steady the man if needed. Tobias bared his teeth in pain but kept one hand on the shirt at his shoulder and his other hand on the reins.

He only made it ten minutes.

“Stop,” Tobias said, his voice filled with pain. He pulled on his reins until his horse slowed to a halt.

The rest of the party had to turn and go back to him. Henrik hurried up to the man and leaped out of his saddle. He got there just in time, helping Tobias dismount. Henrik narrowly missed catching an arrow in the arm.

“This thing's gotta come out,” Tobias said. "It's in the joint. I'm losing too much blood and it hurts too damn bad. I can't ride with it.”

“Can you heal?” Rasud asked Shel.

The witch-woman shook her head. “Not this. My talents lie elsewhere. What about you?”

“I can barely stand right now, but I can try,” Rasud said. He reached beneath his robe and grabbed his short staff.

“No, Rasud,” Tobias said. "Save your strength for when we need it. I'll make it, I just need this damn thing out."

Rasud stared at him for a moment. “Tobias, at least let me try. Henrik will have to pull the arrow through your shoulder first, though. I’m afraid it’s going to hurt.”

Tobias frowned. "Just pull the thing out and get it over with.”

Henrik walked over and pulled away the bloody shirt so he could examine the wound. Tobias's mail shirt was great at deflecting slashing attacks, but the arrow had punched right through it and his shoulder. It was hard to see much with the armor in the way.

"Hold onto your saddle with your other hand," Henrik said, drawing his knife.

Tobias took a deep breath and grabbed his saddle. He closed his eyes and waited for the pain to begin.

"I need to pull it through, but the design of this arrow means that will cause more damage. My best bet is to break the arrow and then remove it."

Tobias nodded. "Just do it. Wait," he said, opening his eyes and releasing his saddle.

Henrik looked up at him. "What is it?"

Tobias tugged at his dagger, removing it from his sword belt. Not an easy feat, one-handed, but the man seemed more comfortable with the dagger than with anything else. He stared at it for a moment, then held it out to Henrik. "Take this. Don't touch the blade, not even to sharpen it. It's poisoned."

Henrik glanced at Rasud, but accepted the sheathed dagger from Tobias and slipped it behind his belt.

“Never thought I’d learn the meaning of honor from two thieves,” Tobias said, his voice heavy with resignation. He tried to laugh, but winced in pain. “Ah, by the gods that feels terrible.”

“Why do you have a poisoned dagger?” Rasud asked cautiously.

Tobias took a deep breath before continuing. “This has been weighing on my mind for a few days, now. I need to get it off my chest before we go any further, and I feel now is the best time. My orders. I told you, I’ve proven my loyalty to Duke Ardun many times. That’s why he chose me.”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Rasud said.

“When were you going to do it?” Henrik asked calmly after a moment of silence.

“After we got the egg. I was told to cut both of your throats as soon as the egg was in our possession,” Tobias said. “Obviously I didn’t do that. Even had we gotten the egg earlier, I don’t think I could have done it.”

Rasud looked like he had been slapped. “You were going to kill us?”

“I told you, those were my orders.” Tobias took a deep breath. “I changed my mind. You two are my friends,” he said as if the words pained him. "I could never kill you."

“What kind of man kills his companions? Those he fights beside?” Shel asked. She looked over at Tobias like she wanted to spit on him.

“A man like me. Truth be told, I’m less of a soldier than I am an assassin. There’s a reason I’m not quite as good with this sword and shield as I should be.”

“How many have you killed?” Henrik asked.

“Dozens,” Tobias said, looking away. He sounded ashamed of his past actions. “At least now I don’t have to worry about returning to the city empty handed, or about getting any more missions like this. There's no way I can ever go back to Selfoss. I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“Admitting all this isn't easy,” Henrik said. “Especially when your life is now in my hands.”

“I know, I know. I’ve done horrible things. You’d run me through if I told you half of it, and I’d deserve it.” He sighed. “That’s all done, though. At least, for this one time, I fought for something good. Pull the arrow out or kill me. I'm fine with both.”

Henrik looked over at Rasud, whose face was somewhere between angry and pensive. Shel scowled at the soldier. Henrik knew what choice she would make.

"Whatever you're going to do, just do it," Tobias said. "I won't fight it."

Henrik looked down at his heavy belt knife for a moment. "This is going to hurt," he said, firming his grip.

Tobias closed his eyes and nodded.

Henrik brought his knife up and pressed it against the arrow, a few inches beneath the broadhead. He worked at it for a moment, shaving pieces away and thinning the arrow shaft, then sheathed his knife. Tobias grit his teeth the entire time, but stayed silent.

Henrik gripped the arrow with both hands and bent the arrow until it snapped, right where he had weakened it. It was a clean break, without excessive splinters. After casting the arrowhead to the ground, he grabbed the base of the arrow and pulled it out of Tobias's shoulder.

"Gah!" Tobias shouted as the arrow came out. He sucked in breath through clenched teeth and clutched at the wound. "I think I'd rather take another arrow than have one removed."

Henrik threw the arrow down, then fetched Tobias's bloodied shirt and handed it to the man. Tobias moved to press it against his shoulder and Henrik reached out to help him. He stuffed the shirt beneath Tobias's mail armor. The weight of the mail would help keep pressure on the wound.

Tobias looked over at Henrik. His face was filled with shame. "You're a good man, Henrik. I wish I had known you earlier in life. Maybe your influence could have kept me from becoming the monster that I am.”

“We all walk different paths,” Henrik said. "I'm just glad you're taking the first steps toward straightening yours."

"I guess you aren't the only one that'll experience life on the run," Tobias said to Shel. She merely glared at him in return.

"I don't expect any of you to trust me," Tobias said, still not meeting anyone's eyes. "I hope to earn that over time, though. I'm here to fight with you."

"Regardless of your orders, twice you have stood next to me and fought," Henrik said. "For that and that alone, you get a chance to redeem yourself."

Tobias nodded. Blood loss had made his face pale. "I'll do everything I can. Let's get going now. The orcs will follow."


28


Tobias stayed silent as they continued through the desert. He kept one hand on his shoulder, applying pressure to his wound. The bleeding seemed to have slowed, but he looked weak.

The small chest containing the egg was lashed behind Henrik's saddle. Without thinking, he reached back and touched the chest every so often, just making sure it was there.

“At least now we don’t have to fight him for the egg,” Rasud muttered. Tobias said nothing.

“What’s that about?” Shel asked.

“Do you want to tell her, or should I?” Rasud asked, smiling at Henrik.

“I will. You take too long,” Henrik said. “We were hired by a rich man in Selfoss to steal the dragon’s egg. When we got there, you had already stolen it. Anslie, the dragon rider, sent us to retrieve the egg.”

“And now you're taking the egg back to the dragon?” Shel asked. “You aren’t going to take the egg to this rich man?”

Henrik shook his head. “I agree with what you said earlier. The egg belongs with its mother.” He reached an arm behind himself and touched the small chest again. Something about it made him feel strange; he couldn’t explain it, it was a sensation he had never before experienced. He wanted to stay near the egg. To protect it, to keep it safe. It just felt like the right thing to do.

“So you were thieves back in the human city,” Shel said. She didn't sound impressed.

“The best of thieves, my dear,” Rasud said. “There wasn’t a man in all of Selfoss better than us. Well, me at least. Henrik here doesn't have the best of luck, but at least he tries.”

“So, what happened?” she asked.

“I got caught,” Henrik replied with a sour look. “I'm a solidly decent thief, and I wanted to prove how good I was, so I decided to break into this palace. I guess it was a bit over my experience level. I was overwhelmed. A dozen men took me and threw me in jail. I sat there for three days, waiting for the headsman’s axe to end things, but instead Rasud showed up and got me released.”

“Is that so?” Shel asked, looking at Rasud.

“I spoke to Duke Ardun and convinced him that he needed the best thieves in the city, and one of them was about to be executed. He agreed and had Henrik released from prison. We accepted his offer, and here we are.”

“And here you are,” Shel repeated. “I hope you’re eager for a fight, Henrik. You know the rest of the orcs from my party will follow us, right?”

Henrik nodded. “You said as much earlier. We’ll be ready for them.”

“I always find myself getting into fights when you’re around,” Rasud said, then shrugged. “I suppose I’ll be setting more people on fire, in that case.”

Shel turned in her saddle and looked behind them, concern making her purse her lips. “More will be coming for me. For the egg of course, but once word reaches Torgan, a bounty will be put on my head. He won’t rest until I’m dead.” She let out a deep sigh. “I know I’m doing the right thing in returning the egg to the dragon, but my life is basically over.”

From the rear of their party, Tobias grunted. Shel turned to glare at him.

"It seems I have something in common with the traitor after all," she said, although her voice held less heat than it did the last time she had spoken to him.

“My dearest Shel, you know I will protect you, right?” Rasud steered his horse closer to her. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

She eyed the witchman warily. “I barely know you. How can you make these promises? How do I know you wouldn’t say the same to any other woman”

Rasud huffed. “Shel, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in the last ten minutes. Of course I mean it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “If you want to test your magic against mine, I may oblige you.”

“None of that,” Rasud said. “Look, I like you, okay? Don’t make things awkward for me.”

Henrik struggled not to laugh.

“You are a strange man,” she said after a moment, but she kept her horse near his.

Rasud looked over his shoulder and winked at Henrik.

“So, what’s your plan for today, Henrik?” the witchman asked.

“We ride until we find a defensible position,” Henrik replied. “We know the orcs are coming, so best to prepare for it. We’re outnumbered, so we’ll have to use the terrain against them.”

“And if we find nothing but flat ground?” Rasud asked.

Henrik frowned. “Then we fight anyway. You can get some more practice setting people on fire.”

“I can help,” Shel said. “If you need to reshape the ground, my ancestors will do it.”

Henrik nodded. “Thank you. We might need that.”

“So, what exactly do your ancestors do for you?” Rasud asked. “Where do their strengths lie?”

“With nature,” she replied. “Shaping the ground, as you saw earlier. They can do the same with solid rock. They can even make plants grow stronger and faster, so I spend a lot of time at our farms, ensuring our crops are healthy.”

“Can you do anything that can be used to kill?” Henrik asked.

She nodded. “If the weather is right, I can call lightning from the sky.”

Rasud whistled. “That’s something I’ve never been able to manage.”

“It’s dangerous, so I prefer not to. It can harm me just as easily as whoever I’m targeting. What about you?”

Rasud grinned. “My ancestors like keeping me alive, and they enjoy getting a taste of the living world. They’ll do just about anything to protect me.”

Shel frowned. “So, what exactly can they do? I saw them set people on fire earlier.”

Rasud’s grin deepened. “They’re particularly good at that. In short, killing and healing. That’s what my ancestors are best at. Sometimes I can convince them to do other things—speaking of which, Henrik, hand me your water skin.”

Henrik tossed his empty skin to Rasud and the witchman began whispering quietly. Shel focused on what he was doing and watched in amazement as the ancestral spirits took the water skin and filled it with water pulled from the air.

“Amazing,” she said. “You must teach me that.”

“That’s going to cost you,” Rasud said as he accepted the water skin from the spirits.

Shel frowned. “So now there is a price on teaching?”

“One kiss,” Rasud said. “Tongue optional.”

She gave him a flat look. “If you were any closer, I’d slap you.”

“Okay, fine,” Rasud said, feigning exasperation. “No charge, just this once. Come here.”

They put their heads together and Rasud explained his methodology. Henrik fetched his looking glass from his saddlebags to help pass the time.

At that time he saw no signs of anyone behind them. They would probably wait until nightfall to attack. He continued scanning all around them.

“We’re in luck,” Henrik said, pointing off to their left. “Trees.”

“I’m not sure I’m following you,” Rasud said, turning to look in the direction Henrik pointed. “Please explain how trees equal luck.”

“Shel, your ancestors can work with plants, you said,” Henrik said to the witch.

She nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Can they shape things from the trees?”

She thought for a moment. “I don’t see why not. What do you need?”

“Straight poles, about as long as I am tall. Sharp at one end.”

She turned and looked back at Henrik. “Spears? You want my ancestors to make spears from those trees?”

Henrik nodded. “If your ancestors are going to help us dig, then we can drive the spears into the ground to keep their horses from charging us.”

Shel nodded. “I can do that.”

"Stakes," Tobias said. "Good idea." Those were the first words he had uttered in hours.

They angled their horses to the left and hurried towards the small cluster of trees. They were indeed a pathetic lot, none of them reaching more than ten feet tall. But it was what they had.

Shel dismounted her horse and watched the trees for a moment, then fetched her staff from her horse. It was nearly as tall as she, with intricate carvings covering the dark wooden surface. She held it in front of her and began to chant.

Rasud nudged his horse closer to Henrik. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” he asked as he watched Shel call upon her ancestors.

“Do you actually like her or are you just trying to get your dick wet?” Henrik asked quietly.

“Oh, I’m sure I’d enjoy a dip in her pond,” Rasud said. “But yes, I do actually find myself liking her. Her magic is strong, as is her personality. There’s something raw about her that I find myself attracted to. I imagine she’ll be a fierce lover. The kind of woman to keep me in line.”

“Just be careful with the tusks, okay?” Henrik said.

Rasud huffed. “Let me remind you that I am incredibly careful with where I stick my penis.” He looked over at her. “But yes, I’ll watch the tusks.”

Henrik watched in amazement as two wispy spirits took hold of the crooked trees and pulled on the branches, tugging the curves from them. After ten minutes, each tree had three branches that stuck out, straight as an arrow. The spirits made chopping motions with their hands and split the branches from the main trunk.

“Will six work?” Shel asked over her shoulder. “I can get a few more but I’d rather not kill the trees. They’re survivors, living out here. I respect that.”

“Six should work,” Henrik said. Had he twenty of them he would still want more, but six would hopefully be enough to guide the orcs away from certain areas. Henrik would rather focus on victory than worry about what he didn’t have.

The spirits brought six perfectly straight branches to Henrik and he reached down and accepted them with a word of thanks. Each one was as long as he was tall.

“If there’s nothing else, we should get going,” Shel said as she pulled herself into her saddle. “If we can’t find the right land, we’ll make it.”

They continued north at a fast walk for a time while Henrik focused on the spears. He set them across his lap and used his knife to hack at the tips until they were trimmed into sharpened points. After a moment, Henrik looked down at the spears, then used his knife to chop each one in half. That length was still useful for keeping charging horses at bay, and twelve was better than six.

When evening came, they were still surrounded by nothing but flat ground. The foothills were still another day’s ride north of them.

“Looks like we’re building our fortifications,” Henrik said, calling for his horse to stop.

Rasud and Shel slowed their horses, then turned and rode to Henrik.

“Where, here?” Rasud asked.

Henrik nodded. “Might as well. It’s flat for as far as the eye can see. If we keep going, that’s less time we’ll have to prepare.” He tossed the pile of stakes onto the ground, then went over to his horse and untied the small chest containing the egg. Holding it closely to him, he took it over to the other two.

“You look like a proud mother,” Rasud said.

Henrik gave him a wry look. “I just want to keep the egg safe. That’s what really matters here.” He turned in a circle, examining the area. “Shel, can you make a low wall surrounding us? Waist high would probably do the trick, and big enough to safely fit us and the horses inside. Add some extra room, keep the horses away from the battle.”

She nodded. “I can do even better and create a second wall around the horses so they don’t get spooked and run away. I’m assuming you’ll want me to dig a ditch around the wall?”

“Exactly,” Henrik said. “I’m glad you understand what’s going on.”

They all worked hard to prepare the area, though Shel’s ancestral spirits did the majority of the labor. Tobias helped her design it properly, although he made sure to keep his distance from the witch-woman. Three hours later, as the sun neared the horizon, they took a moment to relax within their newly constructed wall.

It was a circle, twenty feet in diameter, with a wide ditch surrounding it. Even without stakes, horses wouldn’t be able to charge into them. A second wall, nearly as tall as Henrik, surrounded the horses. It was a tight fit, but they seemed okay for the time being.

“I wish we had some wood to burn,” Shel said.

"I would love to curl up next to a fire right now," Tobias said with his eyes closed. A combination of blood loss and Rasud's healing had left the soldier exhausted.

“A fire would lead them right to us,” Henrick replied.

She frowned. “You’re right. I don’t suppose you have anything decent to eat?”

“Not unless you consider dried strips of meat decent,” Rasud said. “There should be some hard cheese and bread as well.” He let out a heavy sigh. “How I wish for some apples. Even a pear.”

“What are apples?” Shel asked.

“Oh, my dear,” Rasud began in a dramatic voice. “Sit down and let me tell you about the most wondrous fruits ever.”

While Rasud flirted with the orc woman, Henrik sat down next to the chest containing the egg. Once again he felt something strange within himself while near the egg. He flipped the latch and examined it for a moment.

It was dark gray in color, almost like stone. Other than the stone-like color, it was unremarkable. Large of course, as it contained a baby dragon.

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep you safe,” Henrik said as he reached out and placed his hand on the egg. It was warm to the touch, and seemed to react to his hand.

Powerful flashes of energy flashed through his mind. Not in a painful way, but a massive surge of power flooded him and threatened to overwhelm him. Something called out to him. It reminded him of an infant, calling for its mother. In fact, it felt exactly like that. Henrik fought through it and stared at the dragon egg, wondering what was going on.

“You’d better not do that again,” Henrik said quietly. “Or I’ll be having scrambled dragon eggs for breakfast tomorrow.” The threat was empty, of course, but he smiled after saying it.

Again, something flashed through his mind. Something massive and powerful. It was similar to when he had locked eyes with Tossyth and felt her power press on his thoughts. He supposed it was just something dragons did.

“Stay safe,” Henrik said, and patted the egg. He closed the chest and latched it shut.

“Tomatoes!” Rasud exclaimed. “You can make the most incredible sauces with them, Shel. Oh, I have such a world to show you.”

She noticed Henrik standing there. “Everything okay?”

Henrik nodded. “Eat your dinner and then two of us will go to sleep early. The third will stand watch, and we’ll rotate every few hours. The orcs will attack after dark.”

“Are you certain of that?” Shel asked.

“Never underestimate my companion’s knowledge on killing people,” Rasud said.

“If I wanted to kill us, that’s when I’d attack,” Henrik said with a shrug.

They ate a quiet dinner, then Rasud helped Shel get comfortable. With her respected position as a shaman, she definitely wasn’t used to using her saddle as a pillow, but her complaints were minimal. Tobias laid down a few feet away from the rest of them. The soldier had barely uttered a word all day, since admitting to his true self.

Henrik walked over to the soldier and handed him the poison dagger. "Take it," he said.

Tobias looked up at him, confused.

"You might need it tonight," Henrik said. "Things are going to get bad."

Rasud took the first shift. Henrik fell asleep rather quickly—having been healed earlier left him tired—but he slept lightly, for he knew he’d be fighting in a matter of hours.
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It seemed the moment Henrik closed his eyes, Rasud was gently shaking him.

“Hey, wake up,” Rasud said quietly. “It’s time for your shift.”

Henrik rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “How long has it been?”

“A few hours,” Rasud said. “It’s been full dark for at least an hour, so I figured I’d wait up with you for a bit before going to sleep.”

“Probably for the best,” Henrik said. He stifled a jaw-cracking yawn, then pushed himself up into a seated position. “I’m going to assume you haven’t heard nor seen anything yet.”

“And you assume correctly,” Rasud replied.

Henrik twisted to one side then the other, then clambered to his feet. Glancing over at Shel, he saw she was twitching in her sleep. Probably due to the saddle as a pillow. Tobias was in a deep sleep and snoring softly.

He walked toward the wall around their camp and looked out into the night. The darkness out here in the wastes was something that took getting used to; back in the city, lights were always on. Inns often ran until late at night, and some brothels never closed their doors. But out here it was just inky black darkness as far as the eye could see. That would make it harder to spot the orcs.

“You think they’ll be able to see us in this darkness?” Rasud asked as he walked up to stand next to Henrik.

“Not very well, but I’m going to assume they know where we are,” Henrik replied. “That they’ve been watching us, they saw us build our camp, and they’re going to run straight for us soon.”

“That’s pretty specific,” Rasud said.

Henrik shrugged. “That’s what I’d do.”

They stood there silently for a while, watching the night. Their eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but things were still dim.

“Should I wake her up?” Rasud asked.

“Not yet,” Henrik replied. “Let her sleep until we know something’s coming. Tobias, too. We need all the help we can get.”

Rasud scoffed. “Why can’t I get any sleep?”

“Because you’re a man,” Henrik said. “And a good one, no matter how much you pretend otherwise. And what a good man does is make sacrifices to make life better for those we care about.”

Rasud frowned for a moment. “It’s never fun, though. Oh, why did we get into such a line of work, Henrik?”

“Because I’m good at stealing and killing and little else,” he replied. “And because you’re the best thief and witchman around and you’re smart enough to use your talents to get rich.”

“Speaking of being rich, all of our money is back in the city,” Rasud said. “We’re going to have to go back there at some point. Can’t live in the desert.”

“I know,” Henrik said. “I’m not entirely sure what our future holds right now. I’m just focusing on right now, on what I can change. We’ll worry about our money after we give the dragon egg back to its mother.”

“I suppose I should do the same,” Rasud said. He turned his head to the side for a moment. “Do you hear something?” he whispered.

Henrik cocked his head and listened. It was faint, but definitely sounded like…

“Hooves!” he shouted. “Wake the others, get them ready.”

Henrik grabbed Tobias’s bow and nocked an arrow. It was hard to see in the darkness of night, but he pulled the string back to his cheek and waited. He could hear them, in front and just slightly to the left. With the ground being as hard-packed as it was, hooves made considerable amounts of noise

Shapes began to form in the darkness. First just murky blobs, like ghosts in the night. Those shapes soon became riders on horses. Seconds later, Tobias rushed up to stand next to him. He reached down and grabbed his shield, which had been leaning against the inside of the wall, then held it in front of him.

Henrik could have loosed the arrow then and hit the horse, but he didn’t like harming animals. He waited until they got closer, until he was sure of his shot. Behind him, both Rasud and Shel began chanting.

His arrow flew through the darkness. The rider shouted in pain and clutched at his chest. His horse veered sharply to the right, away from them.

Henrik threw the bow down and drew his sword right as nearly twenty orcs rode up to their fortified camp.

The orcs shouted curses, but the ditch and wall were enough to keep the horses from getting close, especially in the darkness. That was a broken leg waiting to happen.

Fortunately, none of the orcs seemed to have bows. Upon seeing the low wall, they continued their shouting and steered their horses around the camp, circling it.

“Stay ready!” Henrik shouted. Three orcs moved their horses back and forth in front of him, but none were able to come close.

“Come out from behind the wall, little boys!” one of the orcs shouted. “Unless you’re scared to fight!”

Henrik just let them talk. Tobias's shield stayed up and Henrik's head was on a swivel in case those orcs were trying to distract them.

Which is why he saw an orc to his left draw his arm back and throw.

"Dagger on the left!" Henrik shouted.

Tobias brought his shield around and the dagger slammed into it with a loud clang. It barely put a scratch on the shield.

“Are you going to join in the fight?” Henrik asked over his shoulder.

“We’re working on it!” Rasud replied amidst his shouting. "My ancestors are being difficult, dammit!"

Fire suddenly broke out on one of the orcs. His hair lit up like a candle. The orc screamed and beat at his own head while his horse bolted away in fright.

“More of that!” Henrik shouted.

One of the orcs in front of Henrik sneered and jerked his horse to the side. He grabbed a small axe and held it as if he intended to throw it when he got the chance.

He never got that chance.

The ground erupted and a hand made of dirt reached up and grabbed the orc’s foot. His horse screamed and ran, but the dirt hand held fast. The orc was torn from the saddle and crashed into the ground.

The hard desert ground sprouted a second hand, which grabbed the orc by the face. The two hands pulled, while the orc screamed and flailed. He beat at the magical limbs trying to pull him apart, but his attacks did nothing. His neck suddenly popped and twisted at an unnatural angle, and only seconds later his leg was torn off. The moment he was dead, the arms disappeared.

An arrowhead sliced across the back of Henrik’s shoulder as it narrowly missed him.

“Shit!” he shouted, turning and kneeling so more of the wall shielded him. “Get down, there’s an archer out there!”

Tobias backed away from their position, then turned and ran to protect the two shamans. Shel still glared at him, but he kept his shield up, doing his best to defend against anything he could. His efforts were rewarded with another arrow slamming into his shield.

Rasud pushed Shel behind him. His normally smiling face was hard at that moment as he scanned around them. He continued his chanting and pointed his short staff in the direction of the archer. Two of his spirit ancestors rushed away, barely visible in the night.

A single shield wasn't much protection for three people, though, no matter how determined Tobias was. The soldier dashed to the side and caught another arrow on his shield. Henrik stood to adjust his position and an arrow struck him in the side of his right thigh.

He grit his teeth and powered through the pain. He could feel his anger rising, but it was no use here. He couldn’t fight that many men, especially when they had horses. Losing his temper was likely to end in disaster. He had to stay focused and pick them off, one at at time.

A scream in the night said Rasud’s ancestors had found their target. No more arrows came at them.

Henrik moved back toward the wall, limping heavily due to the arrow sticking out of his thigh. He bared his teeth in a snarl at the nearest orcs, but stayed behind the wall. They continued to shout insults in an attempt to draw him outside of the wall, but he was no idiot. Leaving their fortifications would be suicide.

Another orc drew back his arm to throw a knife, but Tobias saw him and charged. He ran in front of Henrik and the knife clanged harmlessly off the shield.

“They’re trying to wear us down!” Henrik shouted.

Another hand made of dirt reached up to grab an orc, but he moved away just in time, narrowly avoiding death. The orcs learned quickly and kept their horses moving. Rasud sent his ancestors after another one of them.

“Come on, you traitorous bastards!” the orc shouted as he turned his horse and galloped away. Rasud’s spirit ancestors followed.

“Fuck!” Rasud shouted. “I only have one remaining. Shel?”

“I only have two in total,” she said. “I’m trying!”

Dirt exploded near one of the orc horses, startling the animal. It ran a good twenty steps before the orc was able to get it under control again.

Henrik clenched his teeth and tried to focus on the fight. Ignoring the searing pain in his thigh wasn’t easy, but he had no choice. If he lost his temper right now, there was no telling what would happen.

A strange feeling came to him then. It was hard to fully understand; like someone trying to push their way into his mind. It was a powerful presence, but if Henrik had one thing it was iron will. Whatever was trying to invade his thoughts, he forced it down and held it there as if he had his boot on its neck. Whatever was happening, it seemed to work.

“Ahh!” Rasud suddenly shouted.

Henrik risked a glance over his shoulder. His jaw tightened when he saw the hilt of a dagger sticking out of Rasud’s stomach.

“Son of a fucking bitch that hurts!” Rasud yelled. “Gods be damned, I never knew it felt this bad! No wonder you’re so grumpy all the time, Henrik!”

“Stop shouting and let me help!” Shel said.

“I’m flattered, but please keep fighting,” Rasud said.

Seeing his best friend hurt was like throwing fresh kindling on a fire. His temper flared, and he struggled to keep it under control.

“Are you okay, Rasud?” Henrik called out.

“No, I have a fucking dagger in my stomach!” Rasud replied, sounding slightly frantic.

“You’re next!” one of the orcs shouted as he pointed a sword at Henrik.

“I fucking wish you’d try!” Henrik shouted back. The pain in his wounds began to fade. His grip tightened on his sword hilt.

The orcs kept their horses on the move as they circled the encampment. Shel used her magic and formed more arms from the desert ground, but the orcs moved too quickly for her to latch onto them. Rasud’s ancestors were still chasing after the one orc that fled, but he had a single remaining.

“Heal yourself!” Henrik shouted.

The orcs continued circling the encampment, throwing daggers when they saw an opportunity. Henrik knew exactly what they were doing; trying to bleed him slowly so they could get to the shamans. He felt his face twist into a scowl as he watched the orcs race their horses in a circle around the camp. Those fucking bastards.

Shel cried out in pain and Henrik turned to check on her. A dagger had struck her in the shoulder, but fortunately didn’t stick. The dagger was on the ground, but her shoulder bore a deep gash that oozed blood. That would take its toll, and rather quickly.

Tobias had seen it as well, and raced back to the two shamans. He stood there in front of them with his shield up, defending their lives with his own.

Henrik turned back to face the orcs just as one pushed his horse to jump. The mighty animal charged and leaped both the ditch as well as the wall, landing hard inside the circle. It was an impressive jump, especially carrying a large man on its back.

Before the horse had even settled, the orc leaped from the saddle and threw himself at Henrik. He fought like a madman, with wild swings of his two-handed sword. Henrik usually could have taken the man in a matter of seconds, but the pain in his leg was beginning to affect his movements.

The orc overextended himself during a brutal sideways slash, and Henrik took that opportunity to ram his sword into the orc’s stomach. Gut wounds were a hard way to die, but Henrik didn’t care. The orc screamed and clutched at his belly, and Henrik’s sword swung around a second time. He felt a shock in his wrists as the orc’s head was removed from his body.

Henrik turned just in time to see three more orcs leap over the wall. They practically flew out of their saddles and went straight for Rasud and Shel. Henrik rushed toward them, trying to intercede.

A thick hand made of hard dirt shot up from the ground and swung itself at the orcs right in time. Both of the orcs swung their swords, but the hand knocked one off of balance and threw the other’s aim off. One orc fell to the ground right in front of Henrik. He stomped on the orc’s face and rammed his sword into the orc's forehead as hard as he could.

One of the orcs charged Rasud and Shel, but Tobias put himself in the way. He slammed into the large orc with his shield, stopping his attack completely, then lashed out with his sword. The orc turned aside Tobias's sword thrusts and countered with his own, but Tobias kept his shield between them.

Another orc recovered and went for Rasud again. Henrik managed to get there just in time to block a savage blow. The orc’s sword clanged off of Henrik’s blade, and Rasud began chanting.

This orc was in a frenzy and attacked with no care for his own safety. His sword thrusts were wild and dangerous, and Henrik worked hard to deflect each one.

“I said heal yourself!” Henrik shouted.

“There’s no time!” Rasud said, then went back to chanting.

Tobias cried out as the orc's sword slashed across his face, opening a bloody gash along his cheek and nearly taking his eye. He put his shoulder behind his shield and charged, crashing into the orc while stepping on his boot. The orc immediately lost balance and crashed to the ground. Tobias rushed forward and slammed the bottom edge of his shield onto the orc's throat.

"Thank you," Shel shouted to Tobias. He glanced over his shoulder and nodded at them. He looked determine to prove his worth, at any cost.

The orc in front of Henrik suddenly screamed as his entire face became a mass of fire. His sword fell from his hands and he beat as his face, trying to put the flames out. Henrik moved in and drove his sword right through the orc’s heart, dropping him like a stone.

“There are too many of them!” Rasud said. His voice sounded weak.

Henrik glanced over his shoulder and saw that blood soaked the front of Rasud’s robes. He wouldn’t last long with that kind of blood loss. Shel held him tightly and both of them chanted, but the remaining orcs moved too quickly for them to accurately attack.

"We have to kill more of them!" Tobias said, running back to the wall around their camp. A dagger clanged off his shield. A second dagger caught him in the arm, opening a bloody line. He ignored it and faced the orcs.

Another orc tried getting his horse to leap the ditch and wall. A hoof caught on the edge of the wall, sending the horse to the ground in a heap right next to Tobias. The orc used the momentum to slam right into the man, taking a hard slice to the leg but laying Tobias out on the ground in the process. The orc wasted no time and rammed his short sword into Tobias's gut at an upward angle, breaking steel links and penetrating into the soldier's ribs.

But the orc had been so focused on his attack that he never saw the dagger. Even as he bled out, Tobias buried his poisoned dagger to the hilt in the orc's thigh and spat a mouthful of blood into the orc's face. The orc scrambled back, but by the time he managed to grab the knife, the poison began to set in. His leg went limp and he crashed to the ground. His howls of anger didn't last long.

Henrik looked over at Tobias, clutching his stomach while trying to push himself to his feet. At Rasud, who barely had the strength to stand. At Shel, who knew they were all going to die.

“There’s only one way out of this,” Henrik grated. He felt his skin tingle as he relaxed his mind. That presence was still there, calling to him. It seemed like a manifestation of his temper, but he wasn’t sure. It had never been like that before. Whatever it was, it slowly grew until it overpowered most of his thoughts.

“Stay away from me!” Henrik shouted over his shoulder. The pain in his leg faded to nothing as he ran toward the wall.

“Henrik, don’t!” Rasud shouted.

But Henrik didn’t hear the man. He ran three steps and leaped over the wall. Pain stabbed his leg with each step, but it was someone else’s pain. Lava flowed through his veins and fire burned in his mind.

It was time to kill.
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Alarge orc wielding a wicked spiked axe saw Henrik standing outside of the wall and booted his horse forward. The orc shouted some kind of battle cry. It sounded pathetic.

Henrik waited for him to draw near. The orc leaned low in his saddle, reaching out with his axe. Henrik dropped and rolled across the ground, his sword taking one of the horse’s legs off at the knee.

The animal screamed in pain and crashed to the ground, and the rider with it. Henrik leaped to his feet and rushed over. The orc’s leg was pinned beneath the screaming horse.

Two more orcs steered their horses toward Henrik. He watched them, then dashed to the side at the last moment. He twisted his sword as it slammed into an orc blade and knocked it from the orc’s hand. At the same time he reached out, grabbing the orc’s wrist. He pulled the bastard from his saddle right as the second orc rode by.

Henrik dropped to the ground and rolled right as the orc swung his sword. It scored a line across Henrik’s back, which only served to further stoke the fires of his anger. The feeling of the sword tip parting his skin added to his strength and granted him lightning speed. He was faster than he had ever been.

The orc he had unseated crashed into the ground. Henrik slammed his boot into the orc’s face, shattering his jaw. He stomped again, twice, three times. The orc wasn’t dead, but he was out of the fight for good.

After that he sprinted toward the other orc, the one that had attacked him. The orc spun his horse around and found Henrik already there, sword ready. Henrik leaped into the air, his supernatural strength taking him high above the ground. He slammed into the surprised orc and grabbed onto him, pulling him to the ground as the horse ran away.

“What are you?” the orc screamed, but his voice was cut off as Henrik grabbed him by the throat.

The orc shouted and punched Henrik in the face, but he ignored the blows and dug his fingers into the orc’s throat. The orc’s screaming became a gurgle as Henrik’s fingers broke the surface. Punches to his face stopped as the orc tried to tear at Henrik’s fingers. With his temper in full swing, there wasn’t a man alive that could break his grip.

Henrik’s fingers dug deeply into the flesh and gristle of the orc’s throat. He tore out a handful of meat and threw it on the ground. Right at that moment another orc rode by and drove his sword into Henrik’s back.

The blade went into his lung, but he ignored it and threw himself to the side. Part of him knew that was a killing wound, but the rest of him didn’t care. He brought his sword up and spun in a circle as nine orcs rode up, weapons ready.

“Who wants to die first?” he shouted, holding his sword in front of him.

He ran to the nearest rider and slammed his shoulder into the horse. No one ever expected that. The animal balked, jerking aside right as the orc tried to fight back. It threw his aim off and Henrik’s sword went right into his armpit. That would kill a man in minutes.

Henrik turned right in time to dodge a sword aimed right for his head. He leaped back and the tip of the blade scored a line across his forehead. Immediately after he thrust his sword into the orc’s lower back. That would bleed him out in time.

Another sword pierced his back, driving him to his knees. Deep in his mind, he knew that he was going to die. He didn’t care. He would take all of them with him. It would be a field of blood and death.

Henrik remained on his knees for a moment as his breathing turned to wheezes. He had to time this just right, and he needed some luck. Didn’t a woman pray for him recently? A priestess or something of that nature. Time to see if the gods favored him.

A stocky orc jumped down from his saddle and moved toward Henrik. He raised his thick-bladed sword over his head, seeking to take Henrik’s life.

At the last moment, Henrik leaped toward the man, slamming into him. He caught the orc completely off guard and used his incredible strength to lift the man into the air. He slammed him onto the ground, hard enough to stun the orc. His sword. Where was his sword? No matter, he still had teeth. He leaped on top of the orc and bit a chunk out of his throat, leaving a mess of blood across the ground.

“Give up, you stupid son of a whore,” an orc shouted.

Henrik leaped to his feet, looking around him. The remaining orcs had him surrounded. He stepped forward and grabbed his sword from the ground. Behind him the orc sniveled as he bled out, so Henrik swung his sword down, taking the top of the orc’s head off.

“Who’s next?” he shouted, but his voice was weak.

“Stop making it worse,” an orc called out.

“You can barely fucking stand. You fought well, we’ll make sure your death is quick,” another orc said.

“And I’ll make sure yours is slow!” Henrik shouted and ran toward the orc.

The orc moved his horse out of the way and swung his sword down, but Henrik was faster. He parried the orc’s attack and ran his blade along the orc’s leg, opening a deep gash in his thigh.

“We’re gonna have to pile onto this fucking bastard,” one of the orcs said.

A hand made of solid dirt and rock suddenly emerged from the ground and grabbed onto a horse’s leg. It startled the animal, causing it to flee in terror. The hand moved to the next horse and did the same. After that, the orcs kept their animals moving.

“Get off your fucking horses and fight me,” Henrik growled. His words were slurred, but he didn’t care. That presence was in his mind again, seeking blood, seeking death. He gave into it and charged the nearest horse.

The rider swung his sword and Henrik parried. The orc attacked again, but Henrik once again deflected.

“Move up behind him and take his fucking head off,” one of the orcs said.

Henrik rushed to the side, moving so none of the orc bastards could get behind him. He faced them down as they all approached him. He was eager for them to try. At that moment, he lived for the slaughter.

Fire suddenly sprouted from a horse’s mane. The animal screamed and bucked, throwing its rider to the ground. It ran away and Henrik rushed in, driving the point of his blade into the orc’s side. He ducked beneath a decapitating blow and rolled to the side, but another sword slashed across his stomach.

Henrik rolled again, but it was hard. His body wasn’t working correctly. He grit his teeth and pushed himself to his feet, staggering toward the wall. His sword was in his hands and that was all that mattered. His breath came in wheezes and his balance was off. But he had his sword. He could still fight. He could still kill.

“Henrik, get out of there!” someone shouted.

It was a woman’s voice, which was strange. Henrik didn’t remember any women being around here. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw an orc woman holding onto a man wearing robes. The man was covered in blood, and didn’t have much time left. Well, he’d be dead soon so he wasn’t a threat.

Henrik turned back to the orcs, who had gathered in front of him. Four of them dismounted and slowly approached Henrik, weapons held ready.

“Who wants to do it?” one of them asked.

“We all attack at once,” another responded. “This fucker is crazy.”

“Too much talking,” Henrik said. He raised his sword to fight, but found it incredibly heavy. Gritting his teeth, he forced the sword up through sheer will. Something tugged at his memories. An egg, belonging to a dragon. He had sworn to protect it. That presence entered his mind again, stronger than ever.

With his rage in full swing, he forced that presence aside. It gave in, but seemed to call out to him. He couldn’t understand it. At that moment he only understood how to kill.

“Come on,” Henrik growled.

The orcs cautiously approached him. If it was four on one, then there would be four bodies.

A horrible sound filled the night, like a harsh scream mixed with the sound of tortured metal tearing. Even through his anger, Henrik shied away from the sound. The noise seemed to pierce his very brain.

“What the fuck!” one of the orcs shouted as he scrambled backward.

That was the only warning Henrik had.

Something massive slammed into the ground next to him. Something massive and scaled, with enormous wings like a bat. Henrik blinked. A dragon? A fucking dragon? And a woman sat at the base of the dragon’s neck, on a saddle. She wore a silver breastplate that almost gleamed, even in the night. Surprise shattered his anger into a thousand pieces.

The dragon watched at the orcs as they fled. The woman raised her hand and three of the orcs stopped in their tracks. Their screams were filled with fear but suddenly cut off. Henrik blinked. Was he seeing things correctly? Those three orcs were frozen, like they had been in the snows of the north.

The dragon lunged, biting the nearest orc. It lifted him into the air and threw its head back, then bit down. Half of the orc fell to the ground, and the other half went down the dragon’s throat.

Henrik took a step forward so he could help kill the remaining orcs. His body failed him and he sank to his knees. He growled and looked down at himself. He wasn’t out of the fight yet. But his legs barely moved, and he was covered in blood. Well, if he had to fight from his knees, then so be it.

The presence in his mind seemed to recoil when the dragon arrived. Pain blossomed in Henrik’s body. His back felt like it was on fire, and every breath was torture. That fucking arrow was still in his thigh. His breathing was ragged, and he felt like he was drowning. He knew what that meant. This was the end. He was dying.

The dragon raced across the ground, incredibly fast for something so large, and bit one of the orcs along with his horse. It took a moment to tear them apart, then rushed to the next orc. Henrik watched in amazement as the massive creature beat its wings and leaped into the air. In only a matter of seconds, it was gone.

“What is happening?” Henrik asked. He struggled to stay awake. His body seemed to be nothing but pain. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Shel holding onto Rasud. Rasud’s face was pale and she cried as she clutched him.

Out of nowhere the dragon came back, rushing across the ground like a cat going after a mouse. One of the few remaining orcs was trying to flee, but the dragon raced forward and bit him, tearing him from his horse. The dragon took a moment to eat the orc before looking around for more.

After that, the dragon moved straight for Henrik. He didn’t think he was on the dragon’s bad side, but the way it moved suggested otherwise. He tried to firm his grip on his sword. If he was going to die, he was going to die fighting. He lacked the strength, and his sword fell from his hand. With no other options, Henrik dug at the heel of his right boot, drawing the small dagger he hid there. It would have to be enough.

“Are you alright?” Anslie called out from her saddle.

“Help Rasud,” Henrik said. His voice was weak, probably too weak for her to hear. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the witchman. His eyes stayed on the dragon, who fortunately stopped. That presence was still in his mind, trying to take over. He barely had the strength to fight it.

Anslie unfastened two straps from her waist as the dragon lowered itself. It placed its neck close to the ground, and she slid down its shoulder. She ran straight to Henrik and reached out, taking his head in her hands.

“I can’t heal this,” she said, her beautiful face creased with worry.

“Rasud can,” Henrik said. His voice was barely more than a whisper. Too much blood in his lungs.

Anslie’s face was a mask of determination. She looked from Henrik to the shamans and hurried toward them. After climbing over the wall, she ran right to Rasud. On her way there, she saw Tobias's body.

She bent down to check him, but only a few seconds later shook her head and rushed to Rasud.

“Is it just this?” she asked, pointing to the dagger in his stomach.

“Yes,” Shel said. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”

“My ancestors are out there,” Rasud said. He sounded even worse than Henrik felt. “They’re chasing an orc. He did it on purpose to draw them away.” He pointed in the direction the orc had run.

“Tossyth,” Anslie said, turning toward her dragon. They locked eyes for a moment as if something passed between them. Then, the dragon turned and raced away into the night. It bounded a few steps, then leaped into the air, its great wings beating and stirring up dust and sand.

“I have to pull the knife out before I can heal you. I’m sorry, but it’s going to hurt,” Anslie said. “My magic is different from yours. I will feel some of your pain when I heal you.” She grabbed onto the handle of the knife, nodded at Rasud, then pulled it out. Her face scrunched up and she sucked in her breath between clenched teeth.

Rasud screamed in pain and clutched at his stomach. Shel held him tightly and Anslie immediately began speaking something in the language of magic. She placed her hands over Rasud’s stomach and he calmed down. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but Henrik thought the bleeding stopped.

“Can you do anything about Henrik?” Anslie asked.

Rasud took a deep breath. “By the Nine Hells, that fucking hurt. Henrik is supposed to be the one that gets injured, not me.” He took another breath and closed his eyes. “If your dragon can bring back my ancestors, I can heal him. I only have one with me now, and that’s not enough for the wounds he’s taken.”

“I don’t know how he’s still alive,” Anslie said, glancing over at Henrik.

Henrik just knelt there. If he tried to do anything else, he would fall over. He refused to give in, though. He could barely breathe, but his heart still beat. His mind was only partially back in his control, so he focused on remaining himself.

Anslie rushed toward him, her face filled with concern. “I can’t wait on Rasud’s ancestors. I have to try to heal you myself.” She knelt in front of Henrik and took his face in her hands. Her touch was gentle. “I can’t heal you all the way, but at least I can stop the bleeding and keep you from dying.”

“You have beautiful eyes,” Henrik said. Even in the darkness of night they almost seemed to glow with their own light. Everything else was pitch black, but her eyes were bright. It was the most incredible thing.

She smiled, the sort of smile women used when they blushed, but her face quickly grew concerned. “Henrik, stop. You’re dying.”

“I just wanted to tell you that,” he said. His voice was barely more than a whisper.

She looked into his eyes for a moment. “I’m going to do what I can.”

“Can I do anything to help?” Henrik asked.

“Just be still. Let me try to heal you,” she replied.

Anslie closed her eyes and her grip on his face firmed slightly. Henrik felt a warmth flow through his body and Anslie suddenly cried out in pain. She fell onto her back and hit the ground, her entire body shaking.

Henrik pulled himself across the ground to her and grabbed her arm. “Are you alright?”

Her eyes were haunted as she stared at him. “How can you stand so much pain?” A tear leaked from her eye and ran down her cheek.

Henrik had no answer for that. He simply took hold of her arm and helped her sit upright. He wasn’t sure if that brief bit of healing had done much, but he didn’t want her to harm herself by trying again.

“I have to heal you. I have to try,” she said. She reached out and took his face in her hands again.

“No,” Henrik said. “Don’t hurt yourself. I’ll be okay.”

A faint tingle ran through Henrik’s body. It seemed to focus around his wounds. Anslie looked at him, more worried than ever.

“You’re drowning in your own blood, Henrik. If I don’t heal you, you’ll die in a matter of minutes. I’m amazed you’re still alive as is.”

“Just get it over with,” he said. He was tired, and wanted to go to sleep.

She hesitated for a moment, then clutched his face tightly again.

Henrik felt that now-familiar warmth flood his body again. It was like warm water moving through his veins, but it traveled right to his wounds. They were everywhere; his back, his leg, his arms, his face. No part of him seemed to be intact.

Anslie grit her teeth and shivered, then finally cried out and collapsed.

Henrik rushed to her, noting that he didn’t feel like he was drowning anymore. He still felt horrible, but it wasn’t quite as bad.

“There there, now,” he said, helping her sit up. His voice was still weak, but much stronger than before. “Just relax. You saved our lives, you know.”

Another tear slid down Anslie’s cheek and she looked at him, her beautiful blue eyes filled with shock and disbelief. “So much pain. How are you still moving?”

“Enough of that,” Henrik said. Exhaustion washed over him, but his breathing was better. He pulled her to him; he wasn’t sure why, it just felt like the right thing to do.

Anslie wrapped her arms around Henrik, not bothered at all by the blood that covered him and got on her silver armor. He held her for a moment, noting the smell of her hair and the softness of her skin. He had lost control back there, but the dragon arriving brought him back. Touching Anslie seemed to further bring him back to reality.

“You still need to be healed,” she said. “Once your friend is able to, he has to heal both himself and you. Otherwise, it’ll take you a month to recover from this.” She leaned her forehead against his shoulder. “Please don’t ever get hurt like this again.”

"Tobias?" Henrik asked.

Anslie shook her head. "He was dead when I found him. Oddly enough, he had a smile on his face."

"At least he got a chance to redeem himself," Henrik said.

"I'm just glad you're alive," Anslie said.

“Why do you care?” Henrik asked, looking down at her. She raised her head and looked at him, her bright blue eyes staring into his black ones. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound so rude. But why?”

“You are important in ways you don’t yet understand,” she said. “I’ll explain it all to you, but first we need to make sure you don’t bleed out. Just know that I need you.”

Something moved past Henrik and he gasped in pain. It was Rasud’s spirit ancestors, and they weren’t being gentle. He pushed Anslie away as he heaved blood onto the ground. The flesh of his back moved around as the gaping wounds closed. Searing pain filled his thigh as his knitting flesh pushed the arrow out. It tore the wound anew as its barbs hooked into flesh, but the skin closed behind it.

Henrik found himself on his hands and knees, breathing like he had run a mile. “What the fuck was that?” he asked.

“I’m sorry,” Rasud said from behind the wall. The witchman still looked half dead, but he was walking. “My ancestors were especially angry that they were led away from me. The presence of the dragon seems to have strengthened them and they were eager to heal the both of us.”

Right then, Tossyth landed next to them. For being so damn big, her clawed feet hit the ground relatively gently. Her massive head swung over to Henrik and she sniffed at him, then nudged him a few times.

“Hold on,” Henrik said. He pushed himself to his feet with a grunt and stumbled to the encampment. After being healed from wounds like that, he was absolutely exhausted, but he knew he had to keep moving. He navigated the ditch, then climbed over the wall.

Shel watched him with wary eyes as he walked closer to her. Blood stained the front of her robes from holding onto Rasud, and she still had a deep gash on her shoulder. Rasud was examining her shoulder and preparing to heal it.

“You are possessed,” she said quietly as he walked past her. “I pray I am always in your good graces.”

Henrik just ignored her and walked to the chest containing the dragon egg. He flipped the latches and reached within, pulling out the egg. It was the first time he had actually held it.

The presence that had flooded his mind when he fought the orcs was suddenly there. Henrik looked down at the egg in wonder. Was the dragon trying to push itself into his mind? His indomitable willpower held, and the dragon subsided. But, holding the dragon close, he felt a strange kinship to it. He wanted to protect it.

Still clutching the egg, he walked to the edge of their camp and climbed over the wall. He stumbled through the ditch, but finally made it to Tossyth. When she saw him, he held the egg out to her.

Her huge head went right for the egg, just like a mother protecting her young. Her bright blue eyes, the size of his head, focused on Henrik, then the egg. Henrik expected her to take the egg immediately, but she just watched him for a moment.

“I know,” Anslie said, looking at Tossyth. She turned and looked at Henrik. “I’m afraid as well.”
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They buried Tobias right there, in the center of the encampment.

Once she had the strength, Shel used her spirit ancestors to dig the grave. They slid Tobias's body into the hole, then Henrik set the poisoned dagger on top of the man, in his grip. After that, they covered him with red dirt. The four of them stood there for a few minutes. No one said anything.

"Who was he?" Anslie asked.

"An imperfect man," Henrik finally said. "A man with problems, but he found his courage at the end and died with honor. We'll remember you, Tobias."

"I never liked him, but Shel and I are alive because of him," Rasud said.

Shel just grunted, but after a moment she nodded. That was about as emotional as she would get, but Henrik could tell she knew she owed her life to Tobias.

It took them two days to get back to the dragon’s lair.

After suffering such grievous wounds, both Rasud and Henrik were left weak. A good night’s sleep helped; Tossyth was gracious enough to stand watch over them. Henrik tore off his blood-soaked clothes and to his surprise, Anslie laid with him on his bedroll. She didn’t say anything about it and he didn’t ask her.

She woke up with a shout in the middle of the night. Henrik immediately woke and grabbed her, checking her for any wounds or injuries.

"I'm sorry," she said once she stopped shaking. "It was…. It was the pain. I felt your pain when I healed you. I think that will be burned into my mind for the rest of my life."

They kept their horses at an easy pace the first day. The poor animals had been terrified the entire fight, doubly so when the dragon arrived. They wanted to run anytime the great beast showed up, so Tossyth had to stay away from their party.

That night Anslie once again slept next to Henrik. He wanted to ask her why; there was something in the way she looked at him. Equal parts admiration and fear. Henrik didn’t like seeing fear in a woman’s eyes; it just sat wrong with him. He asked her about it and she promised she would tell him once they got back home. After that, she surprised him by kissing him.

The next night, Anslie slept next to him much the same. She was a peaceful sleeper after that first night, not tossing or turning. She stripped down to a long shirt that covered her to the tops of her thighs and laid her head on Henrik’s shoulder. Her pale breasts were full and round, with soft pink nipples that just showed through the fabric. He couldn’t help his body’s reaction to her stunning beauty.

Anslie noticed it, though. She looked down at his crotch for a moment before speaking. “Not yet,” was all she said.

She rode Tossyth while Henrik, Rasud, and Shel stayed on their horses. When they entered the foothills, Henrik finally began to feel like this adventure was coming to an end.

“This is going to sound strange,” Henrik said as he rode next to Rasud. “But the dragons are somehow linked to my temper, I think.”

“You said dragons,” Rasud replied. “Plural.”

“I’m not sure,” Henrik said. “There is something about the egg. If I touch it, it feels like something trying to enter my mind. It’s the same feeling I got when I went into a rage the other night.”

“Please don’t ever do that again,” Shel said, not meeting his eyes. “You should have died, Henrik. I have seen many men take wounds in battle, but I have never seen anyone take as many blades as you and keep fighting. It’s not normal. Twice I’ve seen you do this, now.”

“My friend Henrik is far from normal,” Rasud said with some of his old charm, but he eyed Henrik warily. “Are you okay, though?”

“I’m fine now,” Henrik replied. “Anslie said she would explain more when we got back to the dragon’s lair.”

“I’m curious what’s going on,” Rasud said. “Your temper has gotten worse since we came out here.”

Henrik just watched the horizon. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t understand it either.

They finally arrived at the mountain later that day. Their horses navigated the path up the draw and Henrik waited with the others on the plateau in front of the dragon’s cave. It dawned on him that the dragon would scare the horses away.

As if thinking of her called her near, Tossyth flew overhead. Henrik looked up and saw Anslie pointing with her sword. He followed her eyes and saw a cut in the towering stone walls surrounding them.

“This way,” Henrik said, steering his horse towards the gap.

Shel and Rasud followed him past the cave. Henrik passed through the narrow path in the mountain walls, just wide enough for him on a horse. Twenty feet later, he entered paradise.

That was the only word for it. Their horses stepped onto a field of low grass and clover that spread two hundred feet in front of him, possibly more. A small stone house had been built against the mountain to his left, with a large garden next to it. A small waterfall fell into a shallow pool, then ran off in a narrow, crystal-clear stream through the center of the land. Several fruit trees flanked the garden.

“By the gods, is that an apple tree?” Rasud asked. His eyes widened in excitement. “Shel, you are not going to believe how delicious these things are.”

Moments later, Anslie walked through the narrow gap in the mountain. She held her breastplate in one hand as she walked toward the house. Henrik met her eyes and she pointed toward the house.

After untacking the horses, they let them roam free. The horses were grateful for the grass and clover. Rasud pulled Shel toward the trees, practically tripping with excitement.

“They are! Apple trees! Oh, you are in for a treat, my dear.”

Anslie motioned for Henrik to follow her into the house.

It was a simple cottage, with everything having a purpose. Henrik sat in a chair, and Anslie poured him a drink. Henrik accepted the clay cup and took a sip.

“What is this?” he asked.

“It’s from the apples,” she replied. “It’s called cider.” She poured herself a cup, then sat in a chair next to Henrik. She hesitated for a moment, then reached out and took his massive hand in hers.

“Are you ready to tell me what’s going on?” Henrik asked.

“Yes,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “I’m not even sure where to start, so I’ll give you a bit of history. We have three dragons, and as I told you before, they are as old as time itself. They have watched the land change over countless centuries. Every so often, a girl is born and something about her is special. The dragons sense it immediately, and once we are old enough, they call us.”

“Wait,” Henrik said. “Are you saying Tossyth called you to her when you became a woman?”

Anslie nodded. “I am from Peralta, originally. I felt her call when I was fifteen, and left everything behind. I took what food and water I could carry and walked straight here.”

“How did you make it?” Henrik said. “Even I would struggle on a journey like that.”

“Tossyth gave me strength,” she replied. “But the truth is sometimes the women don’t make it. The dragon’s don’t always have someone bound to them.”

“You keep saying women,” Henrik said.

“Yes, that’s because women bond with dragons,” Anslie said. “Only women.” She took a sip of her drink and looked over at Henrik. “Except you, and that’s the problem.”

Henrik frowned and stared at her for a moment. “I felt something enter my mind when I touched the dragon egg,” he said.

Anslie sighed. “Tossyth is good. “So are Annasta and Cazeth. Emyss, however….”

Henrik waited for her to finish. “Who is Emyss?”

“I’m sure word has reached your ears of what happened to the city of Peralta.”

Henrik nodded. “They say one of the snow dragons woke and attacked the city. He melted stone and set buildings aflame, killing tens of thousands of people.”

Anslie looked at him for a moment. “That’s Emyss. There is something you need to understand about the snow dragons, Henrik. They aren’t necessarily evil by nature, but they aren’t good. They’re chaotic, violent, and strong, often overpowering. Your temper?”

Henrik sighed. “Yes, I know. It’s a problem.”

“That comes from a snow dragon,” she said. “From the egg, actually.”

Henrik blinked. “Wait. I started to have problems with my temper around ten years ago.”

“Dragon souls come before the egg,” Anslie said. “When the dragon’s soul was born, that was when you started to have problems with your temper. As you grew older, the dragon’s soul became stronger. Your temper grew worse. Now that the egg has been laid, your temper has probably been borderline out of control.”

Henrik paused, then nodded. He didn’t like admitting to losing control, but the truth was important here.

Anslie took a deep breath. “There are three of us. Myself, Isobel, and Meriel. All of us are bound to our dragons. We have to make sure you follow the right path.”

“What?” Henrik asked. “I’m sorry Anslie, but I’m not following you.”

“No, I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s a lot, I know.” She paused and took another drink of her cider as if afraid to talk. “The snow dragons are born from our dragons. Our dragons are female; the snow dragons are male. When they bind with a man, they will overpower your mind and completely dominate you.”

“No,” Henrik said. “No one controls me except me.”

“I don’t think you understand the willpower of a dragon,” she said. “And how rare this is. A snow dragon is only born once every thousand or so years. I wish they were never born.”

“So this Emyss is a thousand years old or more? What is so bad about them? Is it just their aggressive nature?” Henrik asked.

Anslie looked haunted as she watched Henrik. “Women are creators, men are destroyers. It’s the same with dragons. The dragon that destroyed the city of Peralta was a snow dragon. Tossyth laid an egg, and within it is another snow dragon. And that snow dragon has chosen you to bind its soul to.”

Henrik frowned. “So, what does that mean for me?”

“Imagine if your temper flared all day,” she said. “That is the usual fate of a man that finds himself bound to a snow dragon. You will become incredibly powerful, and if history repeats itself, you will become a tyrant.”

Henrik stared at her. A tyrant? “No,” he said.

“Your only hope is if we can save you,” Anslie said. She reached out and placed her hand on his arm. “All three of us. We are yours, now. We are what stands between you and the possible destruction of all the land. Tossyth tells me you are the strongest she has ever met. That could be incredibly good, or equally as bad.”

“This keeps getting deeper, and I’m still not following everything,” Henrik said.

“I’m sorry, there’s just so much to tell,” Anslie said, squeezing his arm. “Are you a good man, Henrik? I believe you are. But deep down, are you? Do you believe in compassion? Kindness? Charity?”

Henrik nodded. “I make my living stealing and I’ve put my share of men into the ground. But I give money to an orphanage every month and I try to help when I can.”

Anslie sighed. “The problem is that there is already a snow dragon. Emyss is old, not as old as my girl but more than two thousand years old. He is old, bitter, and angry. There is something about snow dragons you should know; there can be only one in the land.”

Henrik thought about that. The egg supposedly contained another snow dragon. “So, will this Emyss come for the egg?”

Anslie nodded. “Once it hatches, Emyss will sense its presence. It might take him some time to find the young dragon—months, even years if we’re lucky—but he will come for him and try to kill him. Snow dragons won’t allow another snow dragon to be anywhere near them. They are fiercely territorial and will stop at nothing to kill another snow dragon. Sometimes the other dragon will simply leave, but it must travel far away, far enough that the two will never again meet.”

“And this is what my soul is bound to?” Henrik asked.

“Now you start to see part of the problem,” Anslie said. “Emyss will kill your dragon, and then he will bind himself to you. I don’t think you understand how that will affect you—your temper will be absolutely out of control. You and Emyss will raze the land, and no one will be able to stop you.”

“Not even your dragon?” Henrik asked.

Anslie sighed, then shook her head. “Snow dragons are special. Only they can breathe fire. They are the strongest, but also the rarest of dragons. And the most dangerous.” She looked at Henrik again. “You will either become a tyrant and a destroyer of nations, or a great champion and defender of what is right. But as I said, if history repeats itself, you will become a tyrant. You will be the death of us all. It has been a long time since a snow dragon has bound himself to a man, and you are especially powerful. This egg is possibly the most powerful snow dragon ever born.”

Henrik thought on that for a moment. It wasn’t every day that a man learned he might end the world. “What can I do?”

“Stay strong,” she said. “You survived wounds that would have killed anyone else. I believe in you, Henrik.” She took a deep breath, then looked at him again, but this time differently. There was warmth in her gaze. “Have you ever known the love of a woman, Henrik?”

Henrik couldn’t help but chuckle. “Hundreds of times.”

Anslie shook her head. “I don’t mean the warmth between a woman’s thighs. Has a woman ever loved you?”

Henrik frowned. He couldn’t remember any time that had ever happened. “My mother, but I was torn from her arms when I was young. I generally avoid trying to develop feelings for anyone.”

Anslie set her cup down on a nearby table, then sat still for a moment. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then stood and walked over to Henrik. “It is up to us, the dragon riders, to keep you from becoming a tyrant. We have to make sure you know what love is, so you don't lose yourself.”

And then, surprising Henrik, she crawled onto his lap, her knees on each side of his hips. Many times he had experienced a woman in that same position, but this time it was different.

Anslie looked down at him, her bright blue eyes staring into his black ones. “We have to learn to love each other, Henrik. If we don’t, all of humanity is doomed. No one will be able to stop you.” She paused for a moment, then leaned down and kissed him.

Henrik was surprised, but recovered quickly. Anslie’s blonde hair fell around them, encapsulating them. Her lips were incredibly soft, as was her tongue. There was a certain hesitation in her actions, as if she knew what to do, but had never done it.

She pulled back for a moment, looking down at Henrik’s body. “I’m sorry if I’m rushing things,” she said. “I want to, but I’ve never….” She reached down and pulled at the laces on the front of his pants.

Henrik tore at his pants, breaking one of the laces in his attempt to get them off as quickly as possible. Anslie slid off him and stood, unlacing her own. She began pushing them over her hips, then looked at him for a moment. She turned to the side and peeled them over her impressively round bottom. Henrik just stared. He had been with many women, but had never even seen a woman as beautiful as Anslie. It was no wonder the dragon chose her. She was perfect.

She bent over as she pushed her pants down to her ankles, then kicked them off. One pant leg caught on her foot and she tripped, but Henrik reached out and caught her. They both laughed, and she blushed to her hairline.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just—I want to make sure—”

“It’s okay,” Henrik said. “Take a deep breath and relax.”

He reached out for her and Anslie slipped her hand into his. Still sitting on the large chair, he pulled her to him. She straddled him again, her hot wetness pressing against his erection. Henrik grabbed the bottom edge of her shirt and helped her pull it over her head.

Her breasts were perfectly pear-shaped, each topped with a pink nipple. Henrik reached out and grabbed onto them, but Anslie grabbed onto his shirt.

Together they practically tore off Henrik’s shirt. Anslie sat there for a moment, staring at him while her fingers traced over the scars crossing his chest. Her face looked incredibly sad as she moved her finger across a thick line that went across his ribs.

“So much pain,” she whispered. “How can you stand it all?”

Henrik shrugged. “That’s just been my life. I’ve never known anything else.”

Anslie shook her head. “No. From now on, you shall know peace. Peace, love, and happiness.” She reached down and held his head against her chest, not quite realizing that she was pressing Henrik’s face against her rather substantial breasts.

Henrik just smiled and enjoyed it. If that was peace, he was all for it.

“I will be good to you,” Anslie said, still holding him. “We all will. You have my word.” She looked down at him again, giving him that same thoughtful look she did so often. After another pause, she bent down and kissed him.

Henrik’s hands went to her slender waist, then slid down to the curves of her hips. He held her in place for a moment, then let one hand trail around to the front of her. His first finger gently slid past the fine hair between her legs and rubbed against her soft folds. She was surprisingly warm and wet already.

“Please,” she said against his lips. “I’m ready.”

Henrik licked his fingers, then rubbed the saliva on the head of his erection. Anslie lifted herself up and Henrik aligned himself with her. She sank down on him with her eyes closed, working her hips up and down, taking a little bit more each time.

Henrik knew this was her first time, so he went slowly. His hands moved up to her full breasts and he gently squeezed them, then pinched her nipples as he thrust his hips upward.

Anslie finally took his full length and sat there for a moment, her round bottom resting on his lap. She took a deep breath, her eyes closed, then leaned forward to kiss him.

Henrik met her kiss with one of his own, gentle, while his hands roamed her body. Her tongue pressed against his and his hands gripped her waist, sliding her up and down his full length. She let out a soft moan against his mouth, then leaned her forehead against his. She looked down and watched Henrik’s swollen shaft penetrating her.

“I never knew it was like this,” she said breathily. She leaned forward and kissed him again, then straightened up.

Henrik leaned forward and kissed his way up the side of one of her breasts, then focused on her nipple. Anslie worked her hips up and down while Henrik licked around her areola, then gently bit her nipple. Anslie gasped, but pressed her chest against him. Henrik brought both hands up and grabbed onto her large breasts, squeezing them as he took turns sucking on each nipple.

Whatever Anslie lacked in experience she more than made up for with enthusiasm. While Henrik sucked on her nipples she picked up the pace, and was soon riding him hard and fast. She reached down and grabbed onto him, holding his head tightly against her breasts.

“Oh, please don’t stop,” she said, bouncing up and down on his lap.

Henrik kept his mouth on her breasts and let his hands move down to her ass, which he grabbed tightly. Using his grip on that perfect bottom of hers, he moved her up and down hard and fast, giving her his full length each time.

“Oh!” Anslie cried out, almost as if she couldn’t contain herself. “Oh, Henrik!”

It had been nearly two weeks since Henrik had been with anyone, so he found himself racing close to the finish. His fingers dug into her round ass cheeks and he roared like a wild animal as he shot his seed deep inside her. Anslie moaned with him, working her hips up and down, eager to finish him off properly.

“Oh, by the gods that was amazing,” she said, sitting on his lap with him still inside her. She leaned forward and kissed him, her hand against his stubbly jaw.

Henrik had no words. Being inside her was like being inside pure happiness. It was somehow pleasing not just to his body, but to his mind. It just felt right.

Anslie finally broke their kiss and held his face against her chest again. Henrik decided that was his new favorite place to be.

“Just relax,” she said quietly. “Relax and let me learn to care for you. I will teach you love no matter what it takes.”

Henrik just smiled and wrapped his arms around her. There was peace within her embrace, in a way he had never before experienced.

According to Anslie, there were two more women, also dragon riders, that would also be treating him this way. He had never navigated love with a woman before, much less with three, but he’d figure it out. The fate of the world depended on it, she said. That was enough to stress a man out, but he just focused on the woman within his arms.

“Oh, these apples are amazing!” Rasud shouted from outside.

The end

**

Thank you for reading Dragon Riders of Etrea! If you'd like to know what Henrik's new dragon and Isobel are like and how the orcs respond to this, make sure to click here to preorder book 2! And as always, you can click here to follow my Patreon and read these stories as I write as well as get additional information about my writing!
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