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Henrik sat with his back against an apple tree, watching the colors of the sky change over the valley. The calmness of this place was like a blanket of peace draped over him; not something he was used to, but he was growing to like it.

He took a bite of the strange red fruit. Rasud wouldn’t stop talking about them. Well, they were quite tasty. Maybe he was onto something there.

Further to his left, Rasud guided Shel through the large garden, pointing out all of the different plants and explaining how they tasted. The small witchman was positively enamored with Shel, although he was hesitant to come right out and say it. Much of his adulthood had been spent in brothels, buying happiness an hour at a time. That an orc witch had captured his heart always amused Henrik.

Still, they were a good match. Shel was tall, a good three or four inches taller than Rasud, and while she had the features of an orc, being a woman they were much softer. With her black hair and eyes, she was pretty for an orc woman. Henrik had no idea what she looked like beneath her robes, but Rasud seemed plenty excited about it. Lithe as a dancer, strong as a soldier, he had said, before launching into a five-minute monologue about the shape of her thighs, which he caught a glance of when she took a brief dip in the mountain stream.

Henrik took another bite of the apple and turned the other way. Anslie was picking her way through the other side of the garden, pulling out any weeds and using magic to keep her crops healthy.

With her long blonde hair and bright blue eyes, she was about as beautiful as a woman could be. As tall as most men, she had the face of an angel, with full lips, high cheekbones, and graceful lines. Her figure was slender and her skin was soft, something Henrik had learned the night before.

Henrik looked down at his hand. It was large enough to make the apple look almost comically small. He had been larger than others since childhood, and put his size and strength to good use in his adult life. Together with Rasud, they had stolen a fortune in gold. A fortune that now sat in their respective basements in the city of Selfoss, a week to the west.

“Enjoying the shade?” Anslie called out. She stood up and stretched briefly, then set a hand on her hip and smiled.

Seeing the beauty of her smile, Henrik wondered what he had ever done to deserve a woman like her. She was like a gift from the gods themselves.

“It’s so quiet and calm here,” Henrik said back to her.

“Enjoy it while you can,” Anslie said, then went back to tending her garden.

Of course, the perfect happiness that was this valley wasn’t eternal. Anslie’s comment brought other thoughts to Henrik’s mind.

He was the first man in more than a thousand years that could bond with a dragon. Unfortunately, he could only bind his mind and soul to a snow dragon, and they were known for being rather…testy. Emyss, a snow dragon to the north, had completely destroyed the city of Peralta about a month ago. That was a prime example.

Anslie had told Henrik that their destiny was to be together, and that she and the other dragon riders had to teach him the meaning of love, or all could be lost. Henrik was the strongest male dragon rider ever born. And the egg that had been recently laid was the strongest snow dragon ever born.

Henrik bit off the last of the apple, then threw the core far across the field in front of him for the birds and insects to eat. He pushed himself up and walked over to Anslie. Resting was a luxury that he enjoyed, but he didn’t like resting too much while his woman toiled in a field.

He bent down and brushed a small bushy plant aside, then pulled a small weed from the soil and held it in his other hand. Too many weeds would choke the crops, and some would outright kill them.

“You’ve worked in fields before,” Anslie said as she watched him. “I can tell.”

Henrik pursed his lips. Talking about his past wasn’t something he was fond of, but if he was to be with this woman, there could be no barriers between them.

“I was a slave as a child,” Henrik said. “I’ve worked in plenty of fields.”

Her eyes widened. “A child slave? Henrik, you didn’t tell me that.”

He chuckled, even though it was a dark topic. “There’s a lot you’ll learn about me. I’ve lived a lot of life in my twenty-five years.”

“Well, no more of that,” Anslie said as she bent back to the plants. “From now on, your life is going to be better. Nothing but love and peace and happiness.”

Henrik walked over to her and picked her up. She laughed, as her hands were full of weeds. He pulled her to him and their lips met in a soft kiss. Not one of fiery passion, but something gentle, calming.

“I’ve never loved a woman before, but I have a feeling it’ll be easy with you,” Henrik said to her.

“I’ll do my best,” she said with a smile. She pecked him on the lips, then went back to the garden. “We still need to talk about Isobel and Meriel.”

“The other dragon riders, right?” Henrik asked.

“Yes. They’re not too far away from us. Enough distance that we don’t see each other, but if we need them it’s not a long journey.” She straightened up. “Of course, it’s not a long journey because I’m riding a dragon. It’ll be longer for you, on a horse.”

“So, I need to seek out the other two women, right?”

Anslie nodded. “Not yet, but soon. We have a few things to take care of, first.” She sighed, then looked over at Henrik. “I’m afraid your immediate future won’t be all peace and happiness. There is something you must do before we go much further. Something you need to help you hold onto yourself.”

“If my understanding of the snow dragon is accurate, then I’ll take whatever help I can get,” Henrik said. “So, what is it?”

“A sword,” Anslie replied. “Tossyth told me about it this morning. It has been around for ages, and the last man to wield it was the last male dragon rider that managed to hold onto his sanity.”

“He avoided losing control?” Henrik asked. “He didn’t turn to evil or chaos?”

Anslie nodded. “He rode with our dragons and together they helped the realm. But that was a long time ago, I’m afraid. This sword was kept hidden from the previous two men that rode dragons, as they turned to evil. We can’t take that risk with you, so Tossyth wants you to fetch the sword, even though we aren’t sure yet which direction your path leads.”

Henrik frowned. “Speaking of Tossyth, I’ve been meaning to ask. Why did she not go after the egg when the orcs stole it? And why did you two suddenly show up and save us a few nights ago? I haven’t been able to figure it out. The timing is all wrong.”

Anslie gave a sad smile. “Tossyth hasn’t been herself since the egg was laid. Ten years ago she connected with her child’s soul and nurtured it, but it wasn’t until she laid the egg that she knew he was a snow dragon. It’s not easy, knowing your child might become a monster that will destroy everything.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Henrik said.

“That was difficult enough, but when the egg was stolen, Tossyth was heartbroken. Even knowing how her child might turn out, she was crippled with grief. She didn’t eat, she didn’t sleep. When you showed up and she emerged from her cave, that was the first she had moved all day.”

“Huh,” Henrik said. “I guess I never realized that a dragon could be so emotional.”

“Mothers love their children, no matter if they are human or dragon,” Anslie said. “At some point before the battle, you touched the egg. That woke the dragon within, and he immediately called out to his mother. Together we flew down there and rescued you.”

“Woke the dragon?” Henrik asked. “Do you mean the egg is going to hatch soon?”

Anslie nodded. “Very soon. You should be there when it happens. The earlier you imprint yourself upon the young dragon, the better your chances are at surviving. The reality is, if we love you and turn you into a kind man, that will affect the dragon as well. He will feel the love through your bond with him.”

Henrik had a lot to learn about his link with this new dragon. It was fascinating, but every answer spawned three more questions. “Is there anything I can do to help the little guy? Anything to keep him more peaceful?”

“Yes, there is,” Anslie said. “Your temper that we’ve spoken of? You must keep a tight grip on that. Every time you lose your temper, the darkness and chaos within your dragon grows stronger.”

“As long as I avoid fighting,” Henrik said, then laughed. “That’ll be a first.”

“Well, well, I never thought I’d see the day,” Rasud said as he approached with Shel beside him. “Henrik, working in a garden. How was the apple?”

“It was good,” Henrik said. “I guess I should get used to eating more of those, right?”

“I can already hear the sounds of your happy stomach,” Rasud said. “I was just explaining to Shel all the lovely food we’ve had back in Selfoss. I think I’ve almost convinced her to try most of it.”

“The thought of being in a human city terrifies me,” she said.

Anslie suddenly stood and cocked her head to the side as if listening.

“Dragon troubles?” Rasud asked.

“Tossyth is calling me,” she replied. “Everyone, come. Especially you, Henrik.”

They all left the garden together. Anslie tossed her handful of weeds on a compost pile as she walked past her house, so Henrik did the same. Rasud looked a question at Henrik, but the big man just shrugged his shoulders.

“What’s going on?” Henrik asked.

“It’s the egg,” Anslie said with an excited smile. “It’s hatching.”
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They followed Anslie across the field and to the narrow cut in the towering stone wall.

“Already?” Henrik asked. “Wasn’t the egg laid two weeks ago?”

“When a dragon lays an egg, it’s essentially ready to hatch,” Anslie explained. “It’s waiting on the touch of its chosen partner to wake it. Once that happens, it’s only a matter of days before it happens.”

“Do you think I could get a dragon?” Rasud asked. “What do you think, Shel? Me, riding a dragon?”

Shel laughed.

“Maybe if you’re still alive in a thousand years you can have the next egg,” Anslie said over her shoulder.

“I don’t suppose you know any magic for that?” Rasud asked Shel. She laughed again.

“I’m so excited,” Anslie said, her voice echoing off the stone walls of the narrow pass. “This only happens once every thousand years or so. Consider yourselves lucky.”

They exited the cut in the mountain and walked toward the cave. Dust and air stirred at the mouth of the cave, probably from Tossyth’s breathing. Henrik still didn’t feel entirely comfortable around the giant beast, but he supposed that would pass with time. Well, it had to, if he was going to have a dragon of his own.

“A dragon egg, hatching!” Rasud exclaimed. He reached up and clapped Henrik on the shoulder. “You’re going to be a mother!”

“Yay, me,” Henrik said. “Um, how does this work, Anslie?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “Tossyth will be able to tell us. Be careful around her. She’ll probably be excited, and she tends to move a lot when she’s excited.”

“I’ll just stay out here and look in,” Shel said.

“And miss the excitement? No, come watch with us,” Rasud said, tugging at her arm.

“You are somehow both eager for death and afraid of it,” Shel said to the witchman. “I truly don’t understand you.”

“Trying to understand me is a guaranteed way to drive yourself insane, my dear. I recommend not trying.”

Anslie walked straight into the cave and motioned for the rest of them to wait. Henrik stood there at the mouth, peering in. It was dark, but enough sunlight illuminated the interior for him to see.

Tossyth was curled up around the egg, much in the way a cat would curl up around a toy. It was just larger than a man’s head, and it looked absolutely tiny compared to her. She nudged the egg a few times with her snout to encourage it.

Anslie walked up to the great dragon and placed her hand on her neck, then rubbed her for a moment. Tossyth turned to eye the woman and gently rubbed her head against her, which nearly knocked Anslie over. Considering Tossyth’s head was the size of a horse, that had still been a gentle nudge.

“I know you’re excited, love. We’re all here for you. Yes, he’s here as well.”

Tossyth’s head snapped up and she locked eyes with Henrik. He immediately felt her presence enter his mind, much like what his own dragon had done when he touched the egg. But while his dragon felt like chaos, Tossyth was different. Calmness, motherly love, and above all else, undying strength. They were all pleasant things, but in such great quantities that Henrik felt like his head was going to explode.

“You’ll get used to it,” Anslie said, watching him. “She speaks with words, emotions, sometimes she’ll send you a scene. You’ll learn to put words to it.” She reached out and patted the dragon on the head again.

Tossyth looked up at Henrik again, then her eyes turned to Anslie.

“She wants you to come closer,” Anslie said.

“Don’t get eaten!” Rasud said.

“He’s too bitter,” Shel said. “He’d probably taste bad.”

“Oh, nice one.”

Henrik ignored them and slowly approached the dragon. His eyes went from the egg to Tossyth. When he drew closer, she stretched her head out toward him, taking in his scent. The force of her breathing blew his clothes back like a storm wind. She pulled her head back and nudged the egg.

“What do I do?” Henrik asked.

“She’ll tell you,” Anslie replied in a quiet voice.

Tossyth locked eyes with Henrik again and he felt the same flood of sensations. He tried to sort through it, but it was like trying to stand in a raging river. Through everything he felt excitement, love—which made sense, a mother there with her son—and he thought…trust? That was a foreign emotion for Henrik. He focused hard on what she was trying to tell him.

“Are you sure?” he asked, raising his hand.

The same flood of excitement and trust crashed through his mind.

Henrik took a deep breath and stepped closer. He kept his hand in front of him. When he reached the dragon, she uncoiled her tail from around the egg, allowing him to get closer. Henrik kept his hand steady as he knelt next to the egg.

He looked up at Tossyth again. “You’re sure?”

She bent her huge head down and nudged the egg closer to him.

Henrik took a deep breath and reached out. His hand hovered above the egg for a moment, a hair’s breadth from its surface. Tossyth was a fully grown dragon and he had been able to withstand her presence in his mind, so certainly this infant would be okay.

He thought back to their battle a few days ago, when he had touched the egg for the first time. Almost immediately, the dragon had tried to force itself into his mind. A weaker man would have caved, right there, but Henrik held onto himself and forced the dragon back. Would it be different once the egg was hatched? Duke Ardun’s wizard, Kelthorn, had once said he didn’t know what was more powerful, a dragon or a dragon egg.

Henrik closed his eyes and let his hand touch the egg.

The dragon within moved, twitching and writhing enough to cause the egg to stir. It reached out for Henrik and found his mind, then tried to flood it.

And then, Henrik understood. Tossyth was thousands of years old. She knew how to moderate herself. She knew how to put only certain thoughts and emotions into his mind, or Anslie’s. This baby dragon didn’t. It just reached out with everything it had, all at once. That’s certainly what it felt like.

Henrik clenched his teeth and closed his eyes. The way the dragon moved around in his mind felt like another man trying to jerk the reins from his hands. As he had the first time, he imagined himself overpowering the dragon’s will, forcing it back. It fought against him and anger flowed into Henrik’s mind. He felt his temper rising against his will.

“Love,” Anslie said, just loud enough for him to hear. “Remember to love.”

Henrik was a fighter. Since he was young he had been a fighter. That was how he had made his reputation and the reason he was still alive. He could handle any man with a weapon or without, but this was something new.

Love was not an emotion he was hugely familiar with, but he did his best. He thought of trust, acceptance, and love and tried to force them onto the small dragon’s presence.

The chaos began to subside. Henrik felt his temper cool as the dragon calmed down. He finally opened his eyes and watched the egg for a moment. It rolled around a bit, but little else. He looked up to Tossyth for guidance.

She reached over with her great head and nudged the egg with her chin. She did it again, and Henrik heard the shell crack.

“You want me to break it open?” Henrik asked.

Something flowed from Tossyth to his mind, and he understood it as the word “yes.”

Henrik reached down and grabbed the egg with both hands. It was a heavy thing, and he was certain the shell was plenty thick. Not knowing what else to do, he struck the egg against the stone floor of the cave.

Emotions surged in his head. Anger flared along with irritation.

Tossyth snorted.

“Sorry, sorry,” Henrik said. He looked around for a moment and finally saw a small rock on the side of the cave. He ran over to fetch it, then came back to the egg. His egg, he reminded himself.

“Here goes nothing,” he said. He struck the egg with the rock, softly at first, then harder until pieces of shell began to chip away. Each time he hit it, the dragon sent a small surge of annoyance into his mind, but nothing like when he had struck the egg against the floor.

A small hole opened in the egg, big enough for him to see into. Dark scales, nearly black, writhed beneath the shell. Henrik dropped the stone and jammed his thumbs into the hole. He pulled and felt the egg crack. Large pieces broke off, and he grabbed the rest of the egg and tore it apart.

And there it was. The baby dragon.

It was small, no longer than his arm from nose to tail, and slender. That made sense, considering it had been inside that egg for some time. Its scales were dark and almost seemed to glimmer like well-polished steel. Its eyes were dark brown, nearly black. As its gaze fell upon Henrik, he realized the dragon had his eye color. They stared at each other for a moment, neither one of them moving.

He started to reach out for it, and the dragon crawled closer at the same time. Next to them, Tossyth took a few heavy breaths. Henrik dared not take his eyes off of this juvenile dragon to check on her.

The baby dragon reached out and grabbed onto Henrik’s pants and climbed up his legs. He winced at the feeling of the dragon’s claws poking through his clothing, but fortunately the dragon reached his shoulder in only a matter of seconds. The dragon sat there, its tail curled around his neck.

Henrik finally looked up at Tossyth. Love and hope flooded into his mind. He wondered if she sent the same emotions to the baby dragon. Probably, since the little guy had calmed considerably.

Deciding to risk things a bit, he reached his hand up to his dragon and held it in front for a moment. The dragon snapped out, biting his finger. Not hard, more like just feeling things out. Henrik kept his hand there and the dragon finally released. After that, he was able to rub the dragon’s head for a moment. It let out a faint purring noise as he did that.

“Henrik petting a dragon. That’s something I never thought I’d see,” Rasud said.

“Oh, this is so amazing,” Anslie said, sounding like she was holding back tears. “Tossyth wants to see him.”

Henrik took a step closer to the giant dragon, and she brought her head near. The dragon on his shoulder perched on his back legs for a moment, then leaped toward Tossyth.

She opened her mouth and swallowed him in one bite.

“Hey!” Henrik shouted. “You just ate my fucking dragon!” He felt his anger rise.

“No, it’s okay!” Anslie said. “That’s how she carries him.”

Sure enough, Tossyth opened her mouth a fraction and the tiny dragon crawled between two teeth to watch Henrik.

It locked eyes with him and the sensations came again. More emotions in a jumbled mess, as if the dragon didn’t yet understand his own feelings. A chaotic mess of fear, happiness, curiosity, and comfort. He seemed to really enjoy sitting in his mother’s mouth.

Henrik walked up to Tossyth and reached out, then patted her on the nose. He hoped she didn’t mind him petting her like a dog, but he wasn’t sure what else to do.

“What now?” Rasud asked from behind them.

Anslie shook her head and looked over at Henrik. “Now we all learn how to keep these two happy and sane.”
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Rasud took a few cautious steps closer to Henrik and the dragon. Shel stayed in place, watching from the mouth of the cave. She looked mildly terrified.

“Can I see it? Uh, him?” Rasud asked.

“Ask the dragon,” Anslie said.

Tossyth opened her mouth enough for the baby dragon to stretch its neck out and sniff the air. Henrik caught the dragon’s gaze and tried to send feelings of trust and calmness to him. He wasn’t sure if it worked or not.

Tossyth swung her great head closer to Rasud as he carefully stepped near. He reached his hand out toward the baby dragon.

Henrik felt a flare of excitement from the dragon as its head darted forward, biting Rasud’s finger. Not hard enough to draw blood, but the witchman leaped back, clutching his finger.

“Son of a bitch! Ah, no offense, Tossyth. You’re fine in my book.” Rasud glanced at his finger and noted it wasn’t bleeding, then gave the baby dragon a judgemental look. “Well, looks like someone is developing bad habits at an early age.”

“You’ll have to work hard to keep him calm,” Anslie said. “He’s a baby, so you’ll have to teach him all sorts of things, like not biting people. Although at least he’s not biting hard.”

“Speaking of which, does he have a name?” Henrik asked.

Anslie looked up at Tossyth and the two locked eyes for a moment. She nodded, then turned to Henrik. “Calduin.”

“Come here, Calduin,” Henrik said, holding his hand out to the dragon. He kept his hand flat; he figured there was less of a chance of being bitten that way.

Calduin looked at him and sent feelings of curiosity. The dragon also questioned several things, most of all Henrik. He seemed to know he was linked to Henrik and felt some sort of affection towards him, but wanted to know more.

Calduin opened his mouth and Henrik sent him a stern “no.” The dragon recoiled, annoyed at being rebuked. Henrik kept his hand out and tried to send more feelings of peace and acceptance. The dragon eventually leaped from his mother’s mouth and landed on Henrik’s hand, then climbed up to his shoulder.

“There you go,” Henrik said, reaching up to the dragon. Of course it immediately tried to bite him, so he spent a few moments trying to make the dragon understand that biting him was a bad thing.

Calduin finally settled down and Henrik rubbed the top of his head. Once again, the dragon made a faint purring noise.

“You are the strangest man I have ever known,” Shel said from the mouth of the cave. “And now you have a dragon on your shoulder.”

“Don’t worry, he gets much worse,” Rasud said, his eyes on Calduin. “But yes, this is not what I ever expected to see.”

“Life takes us in strange directions sometimes,” Anslie said. “I never thought I would be called by a dragon, but I was, ten years ago.”

“Well, I hope the rest of my life is nice and boring, with the exception of this beautiful woman standing behind me.” He turned and winked at Shel over his shoulder.

Shel gave him a strange look. “I’m not sure how I should take that.”

“I think you’re supposed to swoon,” Rasud replied.

Shel brought a hand up to her forehead and closed her eyes as if suddenly dizzy. “Oh, you wonderful chunk of man flesh. I just can’t handle you.” She opened her eyes. “Was that better?”

Rasud frowned. “I’m not sure if ‘chunk of man flesh’ is the best phrase to use, but top marks for effort.” He smiled at her again and she laughed.

“I have to raise him, I assume,” Henrik said.

“To an extent,” Anslie replied. “His mother will do most of the work. You just need to keep him calm, and keep him from overtaking your mind. As he grows, so will your bond.” She took a deep breath. “We should talk about the sword, though.”

“Henrik always needs more swords,” Rasud said.

Anslie ignored him. “You will have to face Emyss one day, although I cannot tell you how it will go. He is quite irritable.”

“Just like you, Henrik!” Rasud exclaimed.

“If he tries to attack you, there is only one weapon in all the land that can harm him. You must fetch this sword.” Anslie frowned. “And as I told you earlier, it will help you withstand Calduin as he grows older.”

“Where did a weapon like that come from?” Henrik asked.

“According to Tossyth’s memories, the first male dragon rider was quickly overwhelmed by his dragon, and the two caused problems all over the land. They burned cities and villages for years, until they were stopped by our southern dragons. After learning this, the second male dragon rider had all of the dragons come together to create a sword that would help prevent this. It’s a testament to his power that he was able to get his own snow dragon to help.”

“So he made this sword to help him hold onto his own mind?” Henrik asked, seeking clarification.

Anslie nodded. “Not only that, but if he ever had to fight his own snow dragon, he made sure this sword was able to harm it.”

“How did he get his dragon to agree to that?” Henrik asked.

Anslie shrugged. “That’s just how much control he had over his dragon. He also made the dragon understand that in the future it might be needed to save humanity.”

“Fascinating,” Henrik said. “What happens to snow dragons? They don’t seem to be eternal, like the southern dragons.”

“They die after a time,” Anslie said. “Usually after one or two thousand years. Sometimes they are killed when a new snow dragon takes over. Sometimes they tire of life and simply go to sleep and never wake. Tossyth says it’s possible that they can simply leave when another snow dragon is born, but that has never happened.”

“When should I leave?” Henrik asked.

Anslie watched as Calduin nuzzled through Henrik’s hair. “I don’t want to take you away from him, but the sooner you have that sword, the better. He will grow stronger by the day. Tossyth says they grow very quickly.”

“Well, if you’re going away for a while, I suppose that would be a good time for me to head back to the city,” Rasud said. “Although I’ll have to work hard to disguise myself. If any of Duke Ardun’s men see me, that’ll be the end. Shame I can’t use my magic to change my face.”

Anslie looked at Tossyth for a moment. “Tossyth says she might be able to help,” she said.

Rasud looked at the dragon. “She knows ancestral magic?”

Anslie turned to regard the witchman. “She has lived for thousands of years. She knows something of all magic. If you’re willing to listen, she can try to explain.”

“Well of course! Shel, my dear, come closer. It’s time for us to learn magic from a dragon.” Rasud rubbed his hands together and smiled.

Shel kept her eyes on the dragon and walked closer to Rasud. He reached out and took her hand in his and pulled her closer. She looked down at their hands for a moment, then smiled at Rasud and gave his hand a brief squeeze.

“Get ready,” Henrik said.

Rasud looked a question at his friend but Anslie explained things further.

“When she tries to explain things to you, it can be…overwhelming. Just know that she means you no harm.”

“Well, that’s not entirely reassuring, but thank you just the same,” Rasud said. Both he and Shel looked at Tossyth. “So, old girl. How can we change our appearances?”

Tossyth watched them for a moment, then slowly leaned closer.

“Ahh!” Shel said. Her hand tightened on Rasud’s. Rasud bared his teeth and began to shake.

“Take a deep breath and relax,” Henrik said. “Put words to her images and emotions.”

“Easier said than done,” Rasud said through clenched teeth.

Shel held onto Rasud with both hands. She looked like she wanted to weep, and only sheer grit and determination kept her on her feet.

Henrik had a hard enough time withstanding Tossyth’s mind, and he was born to be a dragon rider. He couldn’t imagine how difficult it was for a normal person to try.

Shel fell to her knees, but kept both of her hands on Rasud’s. She never broke her gaze with the dragon.

Tossyth finally looked away and the two shamans breathed heavily, as if they had run a long distance. Rasud looked at Henrik through bleary eyes.

“How do you do that, man? I felt like my head was going to explode!”

“Communicating with a dragon is not easy,” Anslie said. “You both did very well, though. Most people can’t take it and simply pass out.”

“Well, lucky us,” Rasud said as he helped Shel to her feet. “Are you okay, my dear?”

“I think I’m all here,” she replied. “I feel like some part of me was blown away into the Nine Hells after that.” She scoffed. “I think I might enjoy spending a few days in the Nine Hells more than that.”

“Was she able to help?” Henrik asked.

“I think so,” Rasud said. “The small part of my mind that’s still here has an idea on how to change our appearance, although it won’t be easy. Shame the old girl can’t just do it to us herself.”

“She doesn’t like it when you call her that,” Anslie said.

Rasud bowed his head to the massive dragon. “My apologies, dear. I will be more careful in the future.”

“What, no jokes?” Henrik asked.

Rasud gave him a flat look. “She could eat the both of us in a single bite. I know when to curb my incredible sense of humor.” He glanced over at the dragon. “Even if some people can’t appreciate it.”
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The four of them walked toward the mouth of the cave. After a few steps, Calduin leaped from Henrik’s shoulder and ran to his mother. He climbed on top of her massive head and sat there, watching the humans leave. He flapped his wings a few times, but they were much too small for him to fly yet.

“Well, I think that went well,” Anslie said. “How is your dragon?”

“He has a lot to learn, just as you said,” Henrik said. “He is unable to overpower my mind, and has stopped trying for the time being. I suppose that’s a good thing.”

“He’ll keep trying, until one day he learns to calm himself. Or until he takes over your mind,” Anslie replied. “The sooner you can teach him to stay calm, the better.”

Henrik frowned. “So, I just found paradise and now I get to go on another grand adventure. Tell me, where is this sword again?”

“To the north, in the mountains,” Anslie said. “In a cave, to be specific. Only our dragons know its location; even I don’t know precisely where it is. Tossyth has told me that she will guide you, and the other dragons, Annasta and Cazeth, will also help.”

“When should I leave?” Henrik asked.

Anslie thought for a moment. “Tomorrow. No need to rush away so soon, and I’d like to spend another night with you.” She remembered Rasud and Shel were within earshot and blushed.

“I suppose we can leave tomorrow as well, then,” Rasud said. “Perhaps we can try this new magic out to see how it works.”

Shel nodded. “That’s a good idea. We don’t want to wait until the last moment.”

Behind them, Tossyth laid her head down and curled her tail around herself. Calduin remained on her head, watching the humans until they were gone.

“So, how’s your first day as a parent going so far?” Rasud asked.

Henrik chuckled. “He’s a cute little bastard, I’ll say that much. I just hope I can keep him in line.”

“We will all help you in any way we can,” Anslie said. She led them through the narrow passage in the cliff wall, and they walked into the lush valley where she lived.

“I just can’t get over how perfect this place is,” Rasud said. “If you ever need anyone to take care of things while you’re out traveling, just let me know, okay?” He glanced over at Shel. “I promise I’ll wash the sheets before you return.”

Shel just rolled her eyes. Anslie was quickly learning to simply ignore many of the witchman’s comments.

“I think our horses will be sad to leave this place as well,” Henrik said, looking across the broad field, where their horses grazed on clover and grass.

“I know I certainly will,” Rasud said, then turned to Shel. “So, are you ready to try this?”

She nodded. “Let me get my staff.”

“Oh, I must make you one like mine,” Rasud said, pulling his short staff from beneath his robe. “It’s so easy to just carry with me, anywhere I go.”

Henrik followed Anslie into her small cabin while Rasud and Shel continued talking. He had to duck slightly to fit beneath the door frame.

“We’ll fill your saddlebags as much as we can,” Anslie said. “Mostly you’ll need some blankets.”

Henrik frowned. “How cold is it in the mountains?”

“It depends on how high you go,” she said. “But I can assure you, you’ll be cold. Here, try this,” she said as she handed him a cloak.

It was dark blue in color, like many of Anslie’s things, and the upper section was lined with soft, black fur. It had a deep hood, which was also fur-lined. Henrik swung it around his shoulders, then went to fasten the clasp around his neck.

It wouldn’t fit.

“I suppose I’m a bit larger than you,” Henrik said with a laugh. He looked down and saw that the bottom of the cloak only went to his knees.

“I can fix the clasp tonight,” Anslie said. “But it’s better than nothing. I have two blankets for you as well; one for you and one for your horse.”

“Thank you,” Henrik said. “So, is there a path or will I be picking my way along the mountain?”

Anslie was silent for a moment. “Tossyth says she will guide you. Cazeth will help to clear a path.”

“Is she going to be flying nearby?”

“You underestimate how strong dragon magic is,” Anslie said.

“What exactly is their magic?” Henrik asked. “And why are your eyes the same color?”

Anslie smiled. “I’m glad you noticed. Tossyth can do many things, but the majority of her strength lies in air and water, and things she can do to manipulate them.”

“I saw you freeze three orcs when you saved our asses a few days ago.”

Anslie nodded. “As I am bound to Tossyth, I gain some of her powers.”

Henrik thought on that for a moment. “So, since I’m bound to Calduin, does that mean I’m going to start spitting fire from my mouth?”

“Not from your mouth, no,” Anslie said. “Although you already have part of your gift. Your temper.”

“Oh, great,” Henrik said. “That one’s a bit of a double-edged sword, though.”

“Yes it is,” Anslie said. “When your temper is in full swing, I’ll wager you can defeat any man in the nation, perhaps in all of the land, in a duel. But each time your temper flares, you take one step closer to completely losing yourself. And if that happens, the entire world will suffer.”

“Fortunately, I’m a capable fighter, even without my temper,” Henrik said. “I have a tight rein on myself. I’m going to be okay.”

She walked over and wrapped her arms around him. “I certainly hope so,” she said as she laid her head against his shoulder. “I just found you, and I’m still learning to love you. I don’t want to lose you, Henrik.”

Henrik wrapped his arms around her and gently stroked her hair. “Since I’m linked to the dragon, do I have any sort of link to you?”

“Yes,” she said. “That will grow with time as well.”

“How does it grow?” he asked.

Anslie paused for a moment before answering. “The more we are together, the more we love each other, the more our bond grows. When we lie with each other, it grows. When we kiss, it grows.”

As if Henrik needed any more reasons to want her.

“So when we make love, it helps to prevent me from losing myself,” he said, clarifying her statement.

“If you care for me, then yes,” Anslie said. “If you don’t, then it will push you in the other direction.”

Henrik shook his head. “This is such a strange thing. I’ve never loved a woman before, not like this. And now I have to learn, and quickly, or everything could fall to ruin.” He looked down at her. “At least you’re pretty.”

She leaned back and looked up at him with a big smile. “You’re not so bad yourself. If it makes you feel any better, it’s not easy for me either. I’ve only known you for a handful of days, and I have to learn to love you.” She leaned her head against his shoulder again. “This helps.”

They heard a shriek from outside. Henrik gently pulled away from Anslie, then rushed through the door, nearly clipping the top of his head against the stone.

Twenty feet away, beneath the shade of an apple tree, Rasud was on his hands and knees. He breathed heavily, and his face looked absolutely horrified. Shel had both hands over her mouth and looked on the verge of tears.

“What’s wrong?” Henrik asked, jogging to his friend. “Are you alright?”

Rasud turned and looked at Henrik. “I think I’d rather get stabbed in the stomach than do this.” He groaned and sat back on his heels, then ran his hands over his hair. “Okay, that was an exaggeration. That dagger in the stomach was horrible. But this isn’t much better.”

“The magic Tossyth taught you?” Henrik asked.

“Yeah,” Rasud said. “By the gods, I wasn’t expecting it to feel like that.”

Shel knelt next to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We don’t have to go through this.”

“I wish that were the case,” he replied. “After all this, Henrik and I will be wanted men in Selfoss. And you, my lovely dear, are an orc. They won’t take lightly to you being in the city. Most people hate me, and I’m only half orc.”

Shel helped Rasud stand, then embraced him tightly. It was interesting, seeing Rasud hold a woman like that, with his eyes closed and a faint smile upon his face. He was usually only interested in two things: gold, and what was between a woman’s thighs.

“I guess we’re all learning about love,” Henrik said quietly.

“Looks like it,” Anslie said, standing next to him.

“We have to try again,” Rasud said. “I just wasn’t expecting it to hurt like that. It won’t be as bad this time.” He pushed her away and took a deep breath. “Go ahead. I’m ready.”

Shel squeezed his hand tightly, then released it and took hold of her staff. She began chanting in a quiet voice, calling the spirits of her ancestors into action.

Henrik was used to Rasud’s magic; the short witchman was highly skilled, and it usually only took him a matter of seconds to get his ancestral spirits to obey him. Shel continued chanting for more than a minute while her two spirits simply remained in place.

Then, they reached out, their wispy hands touching Rasud’s face.

“Gaahh!” he said, then clenched his teeth.

Henrik’s eyes widened in shock. Wherever the spirits touched, Rasud’s face changed. Each time one of them dragged a hand across his forehead it changed shape. His skin began to fade as well, from the slightly ruddy tone to something more human and pale.

“I’m sorry,” Shel said with tears in her eyes. She went back to chanting and the spirits continued.

Rasud’s nose changed shape and Henrik heard it break. The short man gasped in pain, but remained in place. His entire body shook as the spirit hands moved to his mouth. His jaw slowly shrank, and his small tusks disappeared.

It took maybe five minutes, but for Rasud it probably felt like an eternity. When they were done with his face they moved more quickly. Their hands passed across his neck, his shoulders, his arms, changing the color of his skin.

“That’s not as bad,” Rasud said, his voice strained. “Just feels like I’m on fire. Oh hey, hold on—yaaaaah!” He shrieked when the spirit hands went between his legs.

Rasud leaned heavily on the tree when it was done. Sweat dripped from his face onto the ground. He looked over at Henrik. “Well? Please tell me it was worth all that fucking pain.”

Shel reached out and held Rasud. She wiped a tear from her eye and hugged him tightly.

“I can tell it’s you, but only just,” Henrik said, looking closely at his friend. “You look kind of like a human version of yourself. I don’t believe someone else would recognize you.”

“What color are my eyes?” Rasud asked, opening them wide.

“Brown,” Shel said. “Much lighter than they used to be. But they’re still your eyes.”

Rasud sighed and ran his hand over the top of his head. “Well, at least I still have my hair.” He looked up at Shel. “It’s your turn, my dear.”

Shel turned to Anslie. “Please, get me something to drink. The stronger, the better.”

Anslie returned after a moment with a mug of cider. She handed it to Shel, who tipped her head back and chugged the drink. She handed the mug back to Anslie and wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

“Wow!” Rasud said. “I’ve never seen a woman drink like that. I’m impressed.”

“I just wished it was stronger,” Shel said.

“Even more impressed,” Rasud replied.

Shel closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

“I’ll warn you, I have twice as many spirits as you, and mine are considerably stronger,” Rasud said.

“Just get it over with,” Shel said.

“I’m sorry in advance,” Rasud said as he pulled his small staff from beneath his robe. He held it for a moment, pursing his lips in thought, then placed his thumb on the appropriate rune and began chanting.

His spirits appeared in no time, but they merely stood next to him. He continued chanting, probably giving instructions, Henrik supposed. Finally, all four of them reached out and touched Shel.

They started at the top of her head. As with Rasud, they ran their hands across her sloping forehead and it began to change shape. She cried out in pain, then bit her lip to keep quiet. Sobs burst from her mouth every few seconds as her face began to move.

It was like the spirit hands were shaping clay. They grabbed and pushed at her face, molding it and moving it into something similar yet different. As with Rasud, she began to look like a human version of herself. The hands reached her mouth and she screamed and jerked back.

Rasud made a motion with his hand and his spirits stopped. “I’m sorry,” he said in a quiet voice. “Believe me, the last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

“I’m alright,” Shel said, bending over with her hands on her knees.

She breathed heavily and looked up at Rasud with haunted eyes. It was strange seeing her like that, with the top half of her face not matching the bottom. One of her tusks was smaller than the other. She glanced over at Henrik and Anslie, standing nearby.

“Please,” she said. “Don’t watch. Give me my dignity.”

Henrik turned and he and Anslie walked back to her small cottage. When they reached the door, Shel began screaming again.
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The screaming continued on while Henrik and Anslie stood in the cottage. She gave Henrik a worried look and squeezed his hand tightly.

“That sounds horrible,” she said. “I had no idea it would be so painful.”

“I guess they didn’t either,” Henrik said. The screaming finally stopped a few minutes later.

Anslie took a step toward the door, but Henrik stopped her. “Give her a moment to recover,” he said. And, since she was right there, he pulled her into a tight hug. Anslie was tense as a board, but after a moment she relaxed and rested her head against his shoulder.

“I think learning to love you will be easy, as long as you keep doing this,” Anslie said. She looked up at him with a bit of mischief in her smile. “And of course, there are other things that will help. They’ll bind us together, as well.”

Henrik bent down and kissed her. She was definitely right about one thing; loving her would be easy.

“I hope the other two are like you,” Henrik said. “Wait. Is that an okay thing to say?” He wasn’t sure how to navigate the emotional river of women’s feelings, but it was time to learn.

“You’re fine, don’t worry,” Anslie said, smiling up at him. “But they’re quite different. Isobel’s temper is as fiery as her hair, so watch yourself around her. Meriel is quiet and thoughtful.”

“And what are you?” Henrik asked

Anslie smiled, looking at his lips. “Well, I’m mostly just horn—”

“Well, that’s it,” Rasud said as he walked into the cabin. “I hope it was worth all the pain, not that we had much choice. But here we are, just a man and woman.”

Rasud looked like a fairly average man, maybe slightly on the handsome side of things. He was still a bit short and his long black hair was braided down the back of his head, but his face was simply human now. He rubbed at his bottom lip, clearly getting used to the lack of tusks.

“Come on in, honey,” Rasud said. His lips twitched into an eager smile.

Shel stepped into the room and everyone just stared at her for a moment. Her raven-black hair was the same, falling in waves nearly to her waist, but her face was completely changed. Oh, Henrik still recognized her; again, she looked like a human version of her former self. But that human version was absolutely gorgeous. There was a hint of a wild light in her dark brown eyes, and without the tusks, her lips were nice and full. Her features were slender, almost regal.

“Not sure which version I like more,” Rasud said, looking up at her.

She smiled back at him and felt at her face. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

“Oh honey, you are simply gorgeous,” Anslie said, taking a step closer to her. She reached out and took both of Shel’s hands in hers and practically danced. “We need to get you out of these clothes and into something better.”

“But I like my clothes,” Shel protested, looking down at her dusty robes in shades of gray and tan.

“Nonsense,” Anslie said. “Come here. You two, out.”

“Well, I know better to argue with that tone,” Rasud said.

He and Henrik left the cottage and walked over to the nearby apple tree. Henrik reached up and picked two of them, then handed one to Rasud.

“Thank you,” he said. “Glad to see you enjoy apples nearly as much as I do.”

“They’re quite good,” Henrik said, taking a bite. “So, how’s it feel?”

Rasud reached up and touched his forehead, then his nose. “Strange. It’ll take some getting used to, that’s for sure. Part of me feels like I’m abandoning who I really am, but I know the reality is that this will let me live a more normal life. No more shouts of ‘halfbreed’ when I walk by. I don’t know if I want to change back to myself when we get back from Selfoss.”

“That’s something to consider,” Henrik said, then took another bite of his apple. “You’re still you, though, no matter what face you wear.”

“Yes, but who I am has been shaped by being a halfbreed,” Rasud replied. “I might just be overthinking it, though. A face is a face, right?”

“Shel turned out nicely,” Henrik said.

Rasud smiled. “Yes, that she did. She’s always been beautiful, and now stunningly so. I must confess that while her human face is gorgeous, it lacks a certain…wild charm that her real face has.”

“How are things with her? How’s the love life?” Henrik threw his apple core as far as he could. It struck the ground far away and three startled birds took flight.

“Things are good, things are very good,” Rasud said. “She comes from a society where women are valued based on the male children they have—like ours, but worse. Her being a powerful shaman has elevated her, but she’s still seen as a woman, just a particularly powerful one, and one that no one touches. I get the feeling she isn’t exactly experienced with men, if you catch my drift.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Oh, I like my women experienced,” Rasud said. “Some men prefer virgins, but not me. I want her to know what she’s doing, and women only get good at sex one way; by having sex. Still, it’ll be nice to teach Shel, once we get to that point. How about you? Still learning to love so you don’t kill us all?”

Henrik chuckled. “Yeah, that’s not stressful at all. Actually, all jokes aside, it’s not. Anslie is a very easy woman to be around. She’s kind, and genuine.”

“I recommend using terms of endearment as often as possible,” Rasud said. “Try calling her ‘honey’ or something else sweet and pleasant.” He suddenly grinned. “That’s another way plants beat out your diet of meat and beer. Can’t really call Anslie ‘my little ham slice,’ can you?”

Henrik laughed. He had a point.

“So, you’re taking Shel with you to Selfoss?” Henrik asked.

“Yes, and I’m rather excited about that,” Rasud replied. “She’s spent plenty of time in the new orc city, but for obvious reasons has never been to a human city. Oh, there are so many wonderful things she gets to experience, and most of them are food. It’s going to be great.”

“How does she feel about her new face?”

“Well, I think she’ll have nightmares for a week after that much pain,” Rasud said. “I believe her natural tendency will be to reject her new human face, as she is of course very proud of being an orc. However, after experiencing life in a human city, especially with me having a rather large pile of gold….” He shrugged. “Only time will tell.”

“Here she is, boys,” Anslie said from her doorway.

Both men turned to look as Shel emerged from the cabin.

Her hair had been thoroughly brushed, and now hung in silky waves. Her old robes had been traded for Anslie’s clothes, so she wore a snug-fitting pair of breeches that showed off her substantial hips, and a loose-fitting shirt. The shirt was partially unlaced up front, just enough to show the tops of her pale breasts.

“I have no words,” Rasud said, slowly approaching her. “Well, I have a lot of words, but none of them do you justice, my dear. You are simply stunning.”

Shel blushed, clearly not used to such attention, and walked to Rasud. He reached out for her and took her by the hand, then pulled her close.

“Incredible,” Rasud said, looking her up and down. Well, Henrik noticed that while Rasud’s head moved up and down, his eyes mostly stayed on Shel’s breasts.

Shel squeezed his hand and stood close to him, still blushing. “I feel strange,” she said. Now human, her voice was much softer. Her pronunciation was better without tusks, too.

“Buy her some real clothes when you get to the city, Rasud,” Anslie said.

“Oh, I plan on it,” Rasud replied.

“What, like dresses?” Shel asked.

Rasud smiled. “I know the finest tailor that can—”

“I won’t wear a dress,” Shel said. “Useless clothes. They get in the way of practically everything.”

Rasud smoothly changed course. “Yes, I know the finest tailor that can make you breeches and shirts and everything else you want. We’ll go see her. Oh, maybe we can get you a sword, like Henrik’s!”

“Can I send you with a list of things to get while you’re in the city?” Anslie asked.

“Of course! You have been a most gracious host, so I would be glad to show my appreciation.” Rasud turned and found where their horses were grazing. “I suppose we should spend the rest of the day preparing for our trip.”

“How are you handling that?” Henrik asked.

Shel reached up and touched her face again. “I feel like a traitor to myself, but I know this face will let me experience things I never would have been able to.” She sighed. “I don’t know yet.”

“You should all get ready,” Anslie said.

“Oh, may I make our dinner tonight?” Rasud asked, glancing over at the garden. “You have such a delightful garden here, and it would simply be a joy to cook with it.”

“Of course!” Anslie replied with a big smile. “Cook whatever you like.”

“Does she have a meat plant?” Henrik asked.

Rasud frowned at him. “No, and she doesn’t have a beer plant either, so you’ll just have to deal with things.”

“Henrik, can you come here?” Anslie asked as she walked back to her cottage.

Henrik grinned at Rasud, then followed Anslie. “Coming, my little ham slice.”
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For dinner Rasud made a stew with several types of beans and so many different vegetables Henrik lost count. Anslie had a lifetime’s supply of flour, so he baked fresh bread as well.

“I never knew you liked to cook this much,” Henrik said, dipping his bread into the stew. “All these years, and I had no clue.”

“Well, when we’re together we’re usually stealing from some rich man, or celebrating after stealing from some rich man,” Rasud said. “I am a man of many talents. Cooking is just one of them. How is your soup, my dear?”

Shel had only eaten half of it. “It’s good. I just have to get used to my face. I have no tusks to bite things with.”

“Yes, now you must learn to be civilized. At least that’s what they call it when they look down their noses at a halfbreed like me.” Rasud looked down at himself. “Although I suppose that won’t happen anymore.”

“Are you going back to your old face when you return?” Henrik asked.

Both Rasud and Shel paused at that question. They glanced at each other, both looking uncomfortable.

“I prefer my own skin, but that spell was the most painful thing I’ve ever endured,” Rasud said.

Shel just stared hollowly at her stew for a moment.

“Well, at least this will prevent Torgan from coming after you, right?” Henrik asked.

The hollow look on Shel’s face remained. “I…don’t know. I have a feeling he would somehow still recognize me. I wasn’t the only witch-woman in Silverkeep, either. He’ll probably send the rest of them after me, and I’m sure they’ll be able to tell.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you’re so in love with me,” Rasud said, gesturing with his spoon. “Because you know I can keep you safe.”

Shel gave him a smile that suggested she was grateful for his words, even if she didn’t entirely believe him.

Rasud pointed his spoon at Henrik. “How about you, old friend? Excited for your trip?”

“I just wish I knew more about it,” Henrik replied.

“Tossyth said she and the others will help guide you,” Anslie said. “Although they also said you will be tested. I don’t know what the test will be, but I would suggest keeping a tight rein on your temper, no matter what.”

Henrik nodded. “Noted. I just hope the cold weather doesn’t bother me. I’ve never experienced it before.”

“Never?” Anslie asked.

Henrik shook his head. “Never. Selfoss doesn’t get cold. Even in the winter months, it’s still warm. At night things can get a little chilly, but that’s it.”

Anslie smiled. “Oh, you’re in for a real treat, then. You might even see snow.”

“Snow?” Shel asked. “I’ve heard of that, in old stories. It’s cold and falls from the sky like rain, correct?”

“It is rain,” Anslie replied. “Well, sort of. You can think of it as frozen rain.”

“I’ll just think of it as cold,” Henrik said.

“The waterfall partially freezes in the winter here,” Anslie said with a small smile. “Not enough to affect my water supply, fortunately. It’s quite beautiful.”

“That does sound rather lovely,” Rasud said. “Shel, are you alright, my dear? You’ve hardly touched your stew.”

Shel looked at him for a moment, then set her spoon in her bowl and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Rasud. This is just a lot for me. In the space of a week I’ve abandoned my people and essentially given up my life, seen a dragon egg hatch, changed into a human, and now I’m preparing to travel to a human city.”

Rasud reached over and grabbed her hand. “You’re forgetting the best part. You met me.”

Shel laughed. “You do make things better, Rasud. For all your silliness, you have helped me in these troubled times, and I do appreciate it.”

Rasud winked at her.

“I’m sorry I don’t have beds enough for all of us,” Anslie said.

“Oh, it’s fine,” Rasud replied. “It’s so lovely out here, I actually don’t mind sleeping beneath the stars. As long as it doesn’t rain on us.” He looked over at Henrik. “Besides, the last thing I want is to be near this guy grunting in the middle of the night.”

Anslie blushed, and Henrik burst out laughing. Even Shel laughed at that.

“Speaking of which, we should give them some space and privacy,” Shel said. She pushed her bowl away, then stood. With an odd face, she picked at her tight-fitting pants for a moment. “These will take some getting used to.”

“Oh, I like them already,” Rasud said, his eyes squarely on her ass.

Shel gave him a flat look. “Come on.”

Rasud stood and took her by the hand. Together they walked toward the door. Right before they left the cabin, Shel leaned over and kissed Rasud on the cheek.

“They’re cute together,” Anslie said.

Henrik smiled. “It’s good to see him so smitten with someone. I think it’ll change him for the better.”

Henrik turned to watch Anslie as she stood and walked across the room. She did look quite fantastic in those tight-fitting breeches of hers. Compared to Shel—the only other woman around, that was—her hips were slightly narrower but her rear end was larger and more curved. Henrik felt like the luckiest man in the world as he stared at her.

“See anything you like?” Anslie asked over her shoulder as she fetched two mugs. She poured cider in each from a cask that looked older than she was.

“That’s putting it mildly,” Henrik said as she returned to the table. While pouring the cider she had also unlaced the front of her shirt, so that now the inner curves of her round breasts showed.

Henrik felt raw desire well up inside him as he watched her sit next to him. She sipped on her cider and gave him a sweet smile. Something suddenly occurred to him.

“Are you going to get pregnant from this?” Henrik asked.

Anslie’s smile deepened. “No. Not unless Tossyth allows it.”

He blinked. “Wait, so Tossyth can control whether or not you get pregnant?”

Anslie nodded. “As I’ve said, never underestimate the power of dragon magic.” Her smile took on a mischievous note. “Which means we can have all the fun we want.”

Henrik raised his mug and drained half of it at once. He had been with countless women in his life, but none as beautiful as Anslie. None as perfect as Anslie. When he set his mug down, she was still smiling at him.

“This is all new to me, so I’m sorry if I fumble a bit,” she said as a bit of color crept into her cheeks. She glanced over at her bed, which was just large enough for the two of them. “I’m feeling a bit…heated at the moment.”

Henrik didn’t need any further encouragement. He released his mug, then reached over and grabbed Anslie. She was a tall woman, but few men in the realm were as strong as Henrik. He lifted her into his arms as if she were a child, then carried her to the center of the room and spun in a circle while she laughed and giggled.

“Oh if love is like this, then I could definitely get used to it,” Anslie said. The moment Henrik stopped spinning, she pulled her face close to his and kissed him.

Henrik held her tightly for a moment while they kissed, then stepped across the room and gently set her down. Still standing, he held her face in both hands and kissed her while she wrapped her slender arms around his waist. They stayed there for a few minutes, just enjoying the pleasures of a simple kiss.

While keeping her lips against his, Anslie released Henrik’s waist and began pulling at the laces on the front of his pants. He repaid the favor by grabbing her shirt and pulling.

Anslie raised both arms overhead and Henrik pulled her shirt off, revealing those perfect breasts of hers. It was no wonder the dragon had chosen her; she was simply flawless. He moved to grab onto those perfect mounds of flesh but she grabbed his shirt and untucked it. Henrik took hold of the bottom hem and pulled his shirt off over his head.

“I need to figure out a way to get these damn things off more quickly,” Anslie said, pulling at his pants.

“We can try undressing each other,” Henrik replied as he fumbled with her laces. His thick fingers weren’t always the best at detail work like that. He eventually untied them, but then he tried pushing them down over her hips and especially that round ass of hers.

Anslie just laughed. “Yeah, but I want you naked sometime within the next hour. Here,” she said, and worked her hips side to side as she pushed her pants down.

Henrik’s looser-fitting pants were much easier to remove. He pushed them down and kicked them off, grateful that neither of them were wearing boots. Anslie did the same, but her pants caught on one of her feet and she tripped.

Thankful for his quick reflexes, Henrik reached out and caught her.

“That could have been bad,” Anslie said, laughing. She kicked her pants the rest of the way off and then held Henrik tightly. “I like this,” she said, resting her head on his shoulder. “How you feel. How you smell.” She kissed his shoulder, then laid her head against him again.

The feeling of her naked body against his stoked a fire of raw passion within Henrik. Both of his hands were on her back, so he let one slide down to that perky bottom of hers and gave it a squeeze. “How about that?”

“I like that too,” Anslie said. Henrik could feel her smile against his shoulder.

He brought both hands down to her ass and gave it a good, hefty squeeze. “And that?”

“I like that a lot,” she said with a giggle.

Henrik kissed the side of her head, careful not to get a mouthful of blonde hair, then worked his way down, kissing along her jawline, her neck, and to her collarbones.

“Oh, I really like that,” she said, her voice picking up heat.

Henrik finally released her bottom and let his hands trail down her body, finally grabbing onto her full breasts. He placed a kiss on each soft pink nipple and gently bit them until they became hard and erect. Anslie let out a soft moan as he continued down, kissing along the lines of her firm stomach while his hands slid down her hips.

He reached down and gently pushed on one of her ankles and she responded by spreading her legs a bit. Henrik continued kissing his way down her stomach, briefly nibbling next to her belly button and drawing another giggle out of her.

With his height it was a bit hard to fit down there, but he managed to get his tongue between her legs. He ran it up the full length of her lips and settled on her love button, working first in small circles then side-to-side.

Anslie let out a surprised moan, then her fingers tangled in Henrik’s hair. She pressed his face tightly against her sweet pussy and he licked her for all he was worth.

“By the—oh my—Henrik, if you don’t get inside me right now I think I might die,” she said, stepping back. When she stepped back her legs struck the side of the bed. Her arms flailed, but she fell squarely on her back. At least the bed was soft.

Henrik decided to take advantage of her being on her back. He moved forward and ran his tongue up the full length of her soft folds, drawing another eager moan from her. She reached down, her hands grabbing onto him and pulling him closer. Henrik took his time, kissing his way up her taut stomach, spending a moment kissing and nibbling on her nipples, then up the side of her neck.

“Please,” she said breathily. “Don’t make me beg, Henrik.”

He took hold of his manhood and rubbed the head against her. She was practically on fire, and absolutely soaking wet. He pushed himself inside her, gently working back and forth until her wetness covered him completely, then buried his cock all the way to the hilt. Anslie threw her head back and let out a loud moan.

Henrik bent over her and pressed his lips against hers. She kissed back, and their lips parted, tongues pressing against each other as he began thrusting inside her with deep strokes.

Anslie’s legs wrapped around his waist and she used them to pull him closer. Henrik pushed himself all the way inside and let Anslie work her hips around for a moment, marveling at how she felt beneath him.

He ran one of his hands down her side, giving her full breast a squeeze, trailing down her waist, grabbing onto her hip. Anslie was completely focused, her eyes closed. Henrik used his hand and grabbed one of her legs, then set his shoulder behind her knee. That really opened her up.

Anslie’s eyes opened wide and she looked down between them, watching him slowly press himself into her.

“Ohhh,” she said, her voice shaking. “By Lunias, don’t you dare stop, Henrik.”

Henrik kept at it for a moment, slowly pushing his full length all the way in until his balls were resting against her ass, then pulling out until only the tip remained inside. Anslie practically went insane, letting out a loud moan every time he buried himself inside her. Her large breasts moved back and forth to the rhythm of their lovemaking.

Considering that was only her second time ever having sex, her tightness drove him quickly toward the finish line. Well, that was fine. His size was a lot for her to handle, so it was better for both of them.

He sped up, thrusting rapidly inside her but careful not to hurt her, especially with her leg hooked over his shoulder. Anslie’s eyes squeezed shut and she alternated between kissing him and breathing hard. She let out a small moan that grew in volume with each thrust.

Henrik finally exploded inside her, calling out as his body tensed up. He rammed himself into her hard as he came, and she grabbed onto him, pulling him closer. Anslie pulled his face to hers, and they smothered each other’s moans with a deep, passionate kiss.

They stayed that way for a while, tongues pressing together, Henrik still inside her. He went to move off of her and she wrapped her legs around him.

“No,” Anslie said with a bit of a shy smile. “I like you inside me.”

Henrik practically collapsed on top of her, breathing hard. Anslie covered the side of his face with kisses, and reached out with both arms, holding him tightly.

“Catch your breath, my dear,” Anslie said softly.

Henrik craned his neck to check the window. The sun was just beginning to set.

“I won’t see you for probably two weeks,” Anslie said, then pecked him on the lips. Her smile grew sultry. “So as soon as you’re ready, we’re going again. If I can walk normally tomorrow, I’ll be quite disappointed.”
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Henrik woke the next morning with a bit of an ache behind his eyes. Anslie had stayed true to her word and they went a second time shortly after the first. They went to sleep after that, but she woke him two hours later for a third round.

He was careful not to bother her when he woke that morning, but her eyes snapped open as soon as he slid to the side.

Anslie stifled a yawn, then reached out and grabbed onto Henrik. She laid her head on his broad chest and traced a finger down his stomach. “Do we have to get up just yet?”

“Believe me, I could use another couple hours of sleep,” Henrik said, stifling a yawn of his own. “I have a long journey ahead of me, though. The sooner I leave, the sooner I can come back to you.”

“No,” Anslie said, and flopped on top of him, lying sideways across him with her cheek against his far shoulder.

Henrik laughed and slapped her on her round bottom.

“Mmmm,” Anslie said, her eyes closed. She arched her back, pressing her ass against his hand. “Don’t tempt me with a good time.”

Henrik sighed happily and left his hand on her bare bottom. He gave it a good squeeze, drawing more happy sounds from her. Truth be told, that could have easily turned into a morning of passionate lovemaking, but he knew he had more important things to do. Although, glancing over at her ass, he began to reconsider his priorities.

“Well, I guess I can let you get out of bed,” Anslie said. “Me first, though.”

She straightened up next to him, on her knees, and reached overhead with both arms. She smiled at him while she stretched, but Henrik just focused on her breasts, which was exactly what she wanted.

“By the gods, but you are beautiful,” he said.

“All of me?” she asked, lowering her arms. She shimmied her shoulders, making her breasts shake, then laughed. “I can’t believe you have me acting like this.”

“Trust me, I don’t mind,” Henrik said. “And to answer your question, yes, all of you. Every single bit.”

“Well, in that case,” Anslie said. She got on her hands and knees and crawled to him, giving him seductive glances while still blushing. She placed a hand on his chest, then two. Then, she brought one of her legs up and swung it over his head and sat on his upper chest, placing her ass right in front of his face.

“Even that?” Anslie asked. She wiggled her hips from side to side.

Henrik couldn’t help himself. Right as Anslie raised her hips off of him, he leaned forward and gave her a playful bite on her ass cheek.

Anslie yelped and practically did a flip as she leaped off of him. She stood there, one hand on her ass, looking at Henrik wide-eyed. “You just bit me,” she said.

“Had to mark you as mine,” Henrik said with a grin.

Anslie turned so that her ass was facing him. “Kiss it and make it better.”

Henrik moved forward and placed a kiss right on her perfect ass, then blew a raspberry on it. Anslie yelped again. Henrik hurried out of bed and grabbed onto her, lifting her off the ground and spinning her in a circle. Anslie threw her head back and laughed in joy.

“Well, sounds like you two are awake,” Rasud called out from outside. “Can we come in?”

“Hold on,” Henrik shouted in return. He gently set Anslie down and gave her a kiss, then they both went to fetch their clothes.

Once they were dressed, Anslie pecked Henrik on the cheek, then walked to the door. She glanced at him over her shoulder and caught him watching her backside again, which made her smile.

Anslie pushed the door open and stuck her head out. “You can come in.”

She walked back to the small table and began preparing a few things. Rasud walked in, oddly happy considering it was first thing in the morning, with Shel only a few seconds behind him. Her hair was a bit of a mess.

“Oh dear, let me help you with that,” Anslie said. “Come here, Shel.” She took her by her hand and pulled her to a nearby chair, then sat her down. Shel looked confused for a moment, but Anslie grabbed a brush and began gently running it through Shel’s long black tresses. “You’ll have to do this for her every morning and night,” Anslie said with a glance at Rasud.

“With pleasure,” the witchman replied.

“Yeah, and—ow!” Shel pursed her lips and pointedly avoided looking back at Anslie.

“Sorry!” Anslie said. “You have a knot in your hair and I’m trying to get it out. Rasud, you should have been brushing her hair for days, now.”

“Yeah, Rasud,” Shel said, giving him a sharp look that quickly faded into a smile.

“I just can’t win,” Rasud said, tossing his hands up. He walked over to where Anslie stored her food and began preparing something for breakfast.

“Well, make sure you keep trying,” Anslie told him as she continued brushing Shel’s hair. “You have lovely hair, Shel. I’ve never seen hair so perfectly black before.”

“Thank you,” Shel said quietly. She was still unused to compliments about her appearance.

“Don’t forget about the rest of her,” Rasud said as he grabbed a loaf of crusty bread. “Every bit of her is lovely, from the top of her head down to her toes.” He stopped and turned to look at her. “To be honest I’m not sure exactly what her toes look like, but I’m sure they’re lovely.”

“Oh stop,” Shel said, blushing again.

“Are you excited for your trip, Henrik?” Rasud asked.

“I don’t know if that’s the right word for it,” Henrik replied. “Just preparing myself for it. With some blankets, Tobias’s bow and quiver, and something to cook with, I should be just fine.”

“I believe he had a small pot in one of his saddlebags,” Rasud said. “As well as flint and steel. Don’t forget those, now. You won’t have me around to set everything on fire.”

“How could I forget,” Henrik said dryly.

“Yes, I suppose it is hard to forget about me,” Rasud replied as he continued preparing their breakfast. “I don’t suppose you’d mind us taking some of these apples with us, would you Anslie dear?”

“Take all you wish,” she replied. “I’m sure the horses would love them as well.”

“Much better than dried meat every day,” Rasud muttered. Shel just shrugged.

Henrik still had plenty of hardtack in his saddlebag, wrapped in waxed cloth. By itself it wasn’t particularly tasty, but it went well as part of a stew. Plus, it was small and lightweight and lasted a good long time. Water was his primary concern.

“I can melt snow to get drinking water, right?” Henrik asked.

“Of course,” Anslie said, smiling as if the question was a silly one.

“Remember, I’ve never even seen the stuff,” Henrik said.

“Sometimes I forget,” Anslie said. “Yes, if you melt it, you get perfectly fine drinking water. Hopefully the dragons will guide you to streams or waterfalls as often as they can. The mountains north of us are fairly lush, so that shouldn’t be a problem. They want you to succeed, so they’ll take care of you.”

“The dragons?” Henrik asked.

“Yes,” Anslie replied. “Never underestimate the power of a determined dragon. And make sure to spend some time with Calduin today before you leave. You must imprint yourself strongly upon him as quickly as possible. I almost regret that you have to leave so soon after his birth, but getting the sword is important.”

“Be careful,” Shel said, giving him a quick smile.

Henrik nodded to her. “Do you know what I’ll face when I get there?” he asked Anslie.

She shook her head. “I don’t really know any more than you do. I believe you will be tested somehow, so stay focused. Concentrate on the task, and you’ll make it.”

“Who’s hungry?” Rasud asked as he began setting food on the table.

They all enjoyed a hearty breakfast, thanks to Rasud’s talents in the kitchen. Anslie provided cider, although she said she would need to brew some more soon. Shel toyed with her hair on occasion—she was used to wearing it in a single braid down her back, not hanging loose.

Once their breakfast was done, Henrik helped Anslie clean up while Rasud and Shel prepared the horses.

“Thanks,” Anslie said, taking a plate from him. “I’ll wash these in the stream later.” She took a deep breath, then looked up at him. “I’m going to miss you. I barely know you, but I like you quite a bit so far.” She took a deep breath. “I love you, Henrik.”

Hearing words like that for the first time was strange to Henrik. It felt wonderful to hear her say them, of course, but this was a new path for him. Regardless, he had to try his hardest. Not only did the fate of the world depend on it, but he just genuinely liked Anslie. He truly wanted to grow to love her.

“I love you,” she said again. “I suppose saying it a few times will make it easier, right?”

Henrik smiled. “Might as well get used to it. I love you too, Anslie,” he said, only faltering slightly over the words. “Wow, that felt strange to say.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s okay. We’ll grow closer every day. Although I suppose I’ll have to live without you for two weeks.” She poked him in the stomach. “You’d better hurry back.”

He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, I plan on it. From your description of snow, I don’t see myself enjoying it too much.”

She laughed. “Snow can be wonderful if you’re dressed for it. It’s beautiful when the morning sun shines across it.”

“Does it snow in here?” Henrik asked. “In this valley, that is.”

“No,” Anslie said. “The weather doesn’t change a lot. In the colder months I sometimes get cold air coming off the surrounding mountains, but that’s about it. We’ll have to cuddle up around a fire sometime,” she added with a smile.

“That sounds nice,” Henrik said.

“I think we’re ready!” Rasud shouted from outside.

Henrik held Anslie tightly for a moment, breathing in the scent of her hair. A strong woman, one that could fight by his side and warm his bed at night. He had found her.
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Henrik checked the girth strap on his saddle for the third time. Everything was packed and he had plenty of supplies and food. He was as ready as he could be.

“Why Henrik, if I didn’t know any better I’d say you were nervous,” Rasud said with a grin as he buckled his saddlebags. They bulged with food; mostly apples and other produce.

“I am,” Shel said. “Actually, no. I’m terrified.”

“You don’t seem like the type of woman to let fear take charge,” Henrik said.

Shel gave him a flat look. “Chief Torgan will send many of his soldiers to find me at any cost. Also, I’m getting ready to travel into a human city for the first time in all my years.”

“And just how many years do you have, by the way?” Rasud asked.

“Twenty-seven,” Shel replied.

“A fine age,” Rasud said. “Almost as good as twenty-six, though better than twenty-eight, that’s for certain.”

“And how old are you?” Shel asked.

“Well, twenty-six, of course,” Rasud said. “And don’t worry, my dear. There’s nothing for you to worry about as long as you have me by your side.”

“So, you’ll protect me from a hundred charging orcs, all intent on bringing me back to Chief Torgan?” she asked.

“I already have,” Rasud said. “You’ll have to look at yourself in a mirror once we have one available. No one would recognize you. You could walk past an army of orcs, and while I’m sure they would all steal a glimpse of your magnificent breasts, none of them would see Shel the witch-woman.”

Shel sighed. “I’m sorry for being negative. I just hope it’s enough.”

“No need for apologies, my dear,” Rasud said. “That’s why you’ve got me. I’ll do my best to keep a smile on your face.”

She did actually smile after hearing that. “You do a good job, Rasud. Thank you.”

“Let’s go see your dragon,” Anslie said.

Henrik nodded, then grabbed his horse’s reins. Together, they walked toward the narrow passage in the cliff, with Henrik pulling his horse behind him. Rasud and Shel had mounted, and followed slightly behind.

“There he is,” Henrik said quietly as they approached the mouth of the cave.

Calduin was sitting there, watching him. Waiting for him. As soon as Henrik came into view the small dragon visibly perked up. He stretched his wings and flapped them a few times, startling the horse.

“Easy, boy,” Henrik said, placing a calming hand on the horse’s neck. “You just stay here for a moment, okay?” The horse snorted and shook his head.

Henrik approached Calduin with his hand out. He still wasn’t entirely sure how to treat the animal, so he just treated it like he would a neighborhood dog. Hand out, ready to smell.

“So, I’m going to be gone for a while,” Henrik said, then stopped. He locked eyes with the young dragon and tried to send that message to him in a way he would better understand.

“He’ll grow to understand your words soon,” Anslie said. “I’ll work with him while you’re gone. Assuming he’ll listen to me, that is.”

“Well, he’s got his mother here,” Henrik said, giving the dragon a stern look. “And you’d better obey your mother.”

Calduin seemed to finally understand Henrik’s message, and sent back a mixture of sadness and anger. Henrik tried to assure him that everything would be okay, and that he would return as soon as possible.

The small dragon finally stretched his head out and smelled Henrik’s hand. Immediately after, it opened its mouth to nip at him. Henrik had been anticipating that, so he jerked his hand back right in time.

“No biting!” he said.

Calduin made a hissing noise.

“Come here,” he said, reaching down and picking up the dragon.

Calduin protested, flapping his wings but fortunately not clawing Henrik too badly. He quickly settled on his shoulder.

“Shame I can’t travel this way,” Henrik said. “It would be great, having you as a scout.” He reached up and patted Calduin on top of his head. The dragon made a strange noise, almost like a crow. “What do they eat?” he asked Anslie.

“They’ll eat just about anything, but they prefer meat,” Anslie said. “There isn’t much out there that their stomachs can’t digest. Tossyth swallowed a few orcs wearing hide armor. Her stomach handled that just fine.”

“I guess we’ll figure all this out as we go along, right boy?” Henrik asked.

Calduin made the strange cawing noise again. It seemed to be a happy sound. The dragon sent feelings of longing to Henrik. He didn’t want him to go.

“I’m sorry, buddy, but I have to,” Henrik said. He kept his hand there, gently rubbing the back of the dragon’s neck. “I have to get something important for both of us. But I’m coming back, don’t worry.”

Tossyth’s great head swung around close to them, watching Henrik closely. He felt feelings of approval come from her. Always a plus. He’d hate to see what she would do if she didn’t like him.

“Alright, go to your mother,” Henrik said to the dragon.

Calduin squawked and leaped from his shoulder, much like a cat. He flapped his wings, but smacked onto the stone ground. With a hissing sound of irritation, he scrambled toward his mother, who lowered her head so he could climb up. Both mother and baby dragon watched Henrik.

“I’m really going to miss you,” Anslie said quietly. She reached out and took Henrik’s hand, then pulled him to her. They held each other tightly for a moment.

“I’m going to miss you too,” Henrik said, and meant it. Life in this valley with Anslie was simple, but wonderful. He felt like he could hang his sword up for a life like that. Briefly he wondered where he would live once he had all three dragon riders with him. Maybe he’d create a new place for everyone. Well, he’d worry about that when the time came.

Henrik bent down and kissed Anslie softly. She laid her head against his shoulder for a moment and neither of them said anything.

This was a new sensation for Henrik. Many women had shared his bed over the years, but never once had any of them been anything closer than a brief lover. Anslie was different. He truly cared for her and wanted to spend his years with her.

“Alright,” Henrik said, slowly pulling away from her. “That sword isn’t going to find itself.” He went back to his horse and pulled himself up into the saddle.

Rasud and Shel booted their horses closer. “Stay safe in the mountains, old friend,” Rasud said.

Henrik looked up at the nearest mountain, towering over them. “I’ll be fine. I just have to make sure I stay warm.” He reached back and patted a bundle right behind his saddle, which was the cloak Anslie had given him as well as two thick blankets.

“No worries about that for us,” Rasud said. “Although it’ll be interesting to see the city as a human. A silver coin here and there and people will be calling me ‘my lord’ every other sentence. Used to take gold, before.”

“Stay safe and come back to us,” Shel said. She finally seemed to be warming up to him more.

The way she looked at Henrik was a bit strange. He finally realized that she trusted him, but acted like she was placing her trust in a wild animal. Considering what she had seen, Henrik couldn’t blame her.

“Don’t start any knife fights in the city,” Henrik said.

Rasud laughed, but Shel just nodded as if it was good advice. Well, beneath that pretty face she was still an orc. At least, Henrik assumed. He didn’t know how deep the spell went.

“Ready, my darling?” Rasud asked.

Shel nodded. “At least my spirits can hunt for us.”

“Oh, none of that,” Rasud said. “I have enough apples for the both of us, and pears. Anslie gave me beans, carrots, and potatoes as well. We’ll eat like royalty the entire trip.”

“Enjoy two weeks of Rasud and beans,” Henrik said with a chuckle. He looked down at Anslie and found her smiling up at him. Without thinking, he tried to send her feelings of love and trust, the same way he would a dragon. Surprisingly, her smile deepened.

“Which way?” he asked.

“Down the draw, then east for an hour until you come to a valley,” Anslie said. “I love you, Henrik.”

He smiled at her. “You’d better,” he said with a wink.

The ride down from the plateau was perhaps a bit treacherous for riders, but Henrik trusted his horse. The animal picked his way carefully down, right behind Rasud and Shel.

“Excited to go back home?” Henrik asked.

Rasud ran a hand over the top of his head, smoothing his hair. “I think so. This little adventure of ours has definitely changed the way I feel about several things.”

“Don’t tell me you’re actually thinking about settling down,” Henrik said.

Rasud shrugged. “We have more than enough money. I mean, for all our complaining about spending, between the two of us we’re quite well off. And I have a feeling you aren’t going to have much use for gold in the future.”

Henrik frowned. “Good point. I hadn’t thought of that. Go ahead and take it, it’s yours.”

“How much coin do you have?” Shel asked.

Rasud turned and gave her a flat look. “I could buy us a nice little house with a garden out back and neither of us would have to work for the rest of our lives.”

“That does sound nice,” Shel said.

“And I could do the same for each of our four children, with a bit left over for wine every day.” Rasud continued.

“If you think I’m having four children,” Shel began.

“I guess you’ve been saving a good bit,” Henrik said.

“Well, you forget. I am the best thief in the city,” Rasud replied with a smile. “But yes. For all we like to hand out money on a whim, we both have quite the small fortunes in our respective basements. Certainly too much for me to bring back here.”

“So, what will you do with it?” Shel asked.

“I’ve been thinking,” Rasud said. “Although it will all depend on how you like the city, my dear.”

“Oh, no,” Shel said.

“There is a small house—well, small for that neighborhood—on the north side of Selfoss that I’ve been eyeing for some time.”

“The two story one with the tile roof?” Henrik asked.

“I cannot live in a human city,” Shel groaned.

“Yes, that’s the one,” Rasud said. “Relax, Shel. You’ve never even been in a human city. And while we have spent a good amount of time in the rougher parts, trust me when I say life on the north side is quite nice. Our children would have a safe neighborhood and the best schools in the city.”

“There you go again, mentioning our children,” she said. “Well, on a more serious note, that’s just something I’ve never thought about. Witch-women don’t marry back hom—back in Silverkeep.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing you’re a beautiful human woman now, madly in love with a handsome and wealthy human man,” Rasud said.

“How deep did the spell go?” Henrik asked. “If you don’t mind me prying a bit. Were the changes just on the surface?”

Rasud shook his head. “No, the spirits dug deep. I could feel them burning my very bones. Poor Shel; it was worse for her. As I understand it though, we are now human, inside and out.”

“I feel shame, like I’ve abandoned my people,” Shel said quietly.

“Hmmm, your people that are coming to hunt you down and kill you?” Rasud asked. “And what value did you have back with your people? Other than your magic, of course.”

Shel opened her mouth, then closed it as her cheeks colored. Henrik didn’t know if she was blushing or if it was anger. Knowing her, probably anger.

“Chief Torgan—no! He’s not my chief any longer. Torgan used to have me call lightning from the sky when people disobeyed him. He told them the gods were displeased, and would punish their disobedience.” She sighed. “Outside of my magic, I think I actually had less value than a farmer’s wife. At least she would bear male children. No one touches a witch-woman.”

“I’ll touch you,” Rasud said quietly.

A brief flash of anger crossed Shel’s face, but it quickly melted into a smile. “I’m scared, but looking forward to it.” She nudged her horse closer, then reached out and took Rasud’s hand. “Even this is new to me. I like it, though.”

“I do enjoy touching, so prepare yourself,” Rasud said.

The path before them began to open up and Rasud turned toward Henrik. “Be well, my friend. We’ll see you in…. Well, I’m not sure. Three weeks at the most.”

Henrik raised a hand. “Take care, both of you. And try not to set the inn on fire when you get to Limestone.”

“Well, at least they won’t have a problem with me now, right?” Rasud asked as he rubbed his chin. “Until we meet again, Henrik.”

And with that, Henrik turned his horse to the east. The animal carefully stepped along the rocky path, surefooted as always. It took a bit more than an hour to round the nearest mountain—it was more of a hill, really—but Henrik soon found himself angling to the north, toward a valley.

His journey had begun.
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“I’m telling you, there’s nothing to be concerned about,” Rasud said. Shel hadn’t said anything for several minutes, but he could see the stress in her face and by the set of her shoulders.

Shel glanced at him and let out a breath. “I’m sorry, Rasud. A lot of major things have changed in my life over the past week. It’s a lot to take in all at once.”

“Well, get used to taking in things, my dear,” Rasud said.

Shel’s eyes narrowed.

“Food! I mean food. I’m going to treat you to the finest culinary delights the entire time we’re there.” Rasud knew a few places near the center of the city where the wine was well-aged and not all the food was meat-based. He didn’t get a chance to go there very often, generally because his best friend preferred meat and beer.

“How long until we get there?” she asked.

“Roughly a week in total,” Rasud said. “Although we’ll be stopping by the sleepy town of Limestone on the way there. Oh, about four days from now, I believe.” He reached down and patted his horse on the neck. “As long as you keep up the good work.”

“What’s it like?” she asked. “Limestone, that is. And what a strange name.”

“Well, I would counter by saying Silverkeep is a strange name for a city,” Rasud said with a wink. “I’m pretty sure the keep isn’t made from silver, hmm? As I said, Limestone is a sleepy town. Mostly farmers and country folk. It’s quiet, but the inn we went to had good food and acceptable wine. However, the wine was a bit costly there, as they imported it.”

“Wine,” Shel said. “I’ve never had wine.”

Rasud felt sad for her for never having tried so many delightful things, and excited that he got to introduce her to them.

“Well, it’s stronger than beer in both taste and strength so you have to be careful with it.” Rasud scanned the brown savannah around them as their horses plodded along. “Seeing this land makes me grateful that I get to show you the finer things in life,” he said.

“Thank you,” Shel replied. “Just try not to overwhelm me, okay?”

“Of course,” Rasud said. “I know my handsome looks and charming personality can be quite overwhelming, so I’ll do my best to temper them both. You’ll just have to try your best not to tackle me at every turn.”

Shel laughed at that, a beautiful laugh. A woman like her should smile and laugh all the time, but she had been subject to a life of brooding. She was like a female version of Henrik at times.

“What do you want for your future?” Rasud asked.

Shel looked at him for a moment, then looked away. “I have no idea. My destiny was to simply grow old as a witch-woman, a shaman helping the chief control people. It seems now I have both more options and more fear.”

“I think once you get to the city and experience it some, your fears will melt away,” Rasud said. “You’ll probably even grow to enjoy it, as I’m hoping you’ll grow to enjoy me.” He put that last bit in there just to see what she would say.

She smiled. “I do like you, Rasud. I’ve never had anyone flirt with me like you do, but I know you’re genuine. It’ll just take me some getting used to. All I ask for is patience.”

Well, that answer made Rasud happy. He glanced up at the sun, noting its position in the sky. “Alright, some time has passed. Are you in love with me yet?”

Shel laughed.

“I would advise not mentioning orcs when we get to Limestone, though,” Rasud said. “On a more serious note.”

“Why not? They don’t like us?”

Rasud shook his head. “Not in the slightest. Orc raiding parties attacked several farms near the small town. Even just the mention of an orc and they’re ready for a lynching. Don’t ask how I know that.”

Shel gave him a strange look. “And what about in the city? In Selfoss?”

“They’re far enough away that orcs haven’t been a problem, but they still won’t enjoy hearing about them,” Rasud said. “You have to understand, my dear, our people have been problematic to humans for a long time. Even me—do you think my father courted my mother and won her affections, as I am trying to do with you? Or do you think some orc bastard saw a pretty woman and had his way with her, because they see that thing as sport?”

Shel looked suddenly ashamed. “I have never liked that. Any time there is conflict, women become victims. As you said, our men seem to see it as sport. They don’t care that they’re harming someone.” She paused for a moment. “Are the humans different in that aspect at least?”

“Oh no, not even slightly,” Rasud replied. “Men are men among any race. If a group of human raiders were to come across a small farming town, you can bet they’ll be terrorizing the women, be they young or old.”

Shel looked at Rasud, slightly shocked. “Then why act like they’re different?”

Rasud smirked. “Well, you have to understand, my lovely flower. When humans do it, that is the price of war, quickly forgotten. But orcs? Orcs are savages, so when it happens they talk about it for months.”

“Humans sound terrible,” Shel said. “You’re not really filling me with high hopes for Selfoss.”

“Ah, my apologies,” Rasud said. “I do have a habit of mocking society, especially the more negative aspects of it. My point was that when it comes to war, men will be men, and I mean that in the worst way possible. Outside of that, I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised at Selfoss. At least, I hope so. I’m going to do my best to keep you to the nicer parts of town.”

Shel reached up and touched her new face. Rasud wondered how long it would take her to get used to it; both the new face and the fact that she was so stunningly beautiful now. To be fair, she had been beautiful before but most people wouldn’t see that in an orc. Rasud was a connoisseur of beauty, so he saw it immediately.

“Sometimes I feel like a child,” Shel said quietly. “Everything in my life is suddenly new, and I have so much to learn.”

“Well if you’re a child, consider me your daddy,” Rasud said, not sure she would get the joke. A quick glance over at her said she didn’t. No worries, he’d teach her about that as well.

“There are some things we should go over,” Rasud said. “I want to make sure you fit in with the humans.” He suddenly laughed. “With the humans. We’re humans now. I guess step one will be to stop calling them ‘the humans,’ right? Anyway, the hum—we are a polite people, when we’re not at war at least. Saying things like ‘good morning’ to people is highly advised.”

“Yeah, we don’t really do that,” She said, then cleared her throat. “Well, the orcs don’t really do that.”

“Oh, the hum—gods be damned, that is already getting annoying.” Rasud took a deep breath. “We are a polite people, as I said. We place a lot of emphasis on things such as respect and manners overall. Even Henrik, for all his brooding nature, can be a polite man.”

Shel frowned. “He concerns me.”

“He concerns us all, my dear.”

Shel glanced at him. “You make light of it, but I’m serious. After being around him for a while I believe he is a good man, in here,” she said as she touched her chest, right over her heart. “But this temper of his that apparently comes from his dragon. It’s not right. It’s like a curse.”

“Well, if I understand things correctly, yes, it’s rather like a curse,” Rasud said, some of his joviality slipping. “But as long as he is able to hold onto himself, he’ll be fine, and that means the rest of us will be fine.” The thought of Henrik’s temper taking permanent hold almost made Rasud shiver. And him that way, but with a dragon? The world wouldn’t survive.

“I have seen many men injured in duels and in battle,” Shel said. “Twice now I have seen Henrik take wounds that should have killed him. Instead, he gave the most frightening smile I’ve ever seen and kept fighting, as if the pain delighted him. He just kept going, as if his injuries gave him more strength, and fought like a rabid wolf.” She shook her head slowly. “He terrifies me.”

“He terrifies most people, so at least that much is normal,” Rasud said. “But yes, I do understand your cause for concern. The good news is that Henrik possesses a strength of will far beyond the rest of us. If anyone can maintain mental control over a dragon, I believe it is my old friend.”

They rode in silence for a while after that. The thought of Henrik losing control and razing all the land with his new dragon was a bit terrifying, especially since it was a possible reality. Rasud tried to stay positive about it, as he did with most things.

He reached into his saddlebags and withdrew two apples, one for each of them. At least Shel seemed to enjoy all the new food he was introducing her to. That boded well for their future together. If there was one thing Rasud simply wouldn’t stand for, it was eating meat every day. He would suffer through it on occasion, but overall he detested it.

They rode until the sun set, then made a simple camp on the savannah. Shel used her ancestors to reshape the ground a bit, making a low wall to give them some privacy and protection from any sudden gusts of wind.

Rasud still wasn’t used to using his saddle as a pillow, but Shel adapted to it just fine. He kept his complaints to a minimum. That certainly wasn’t the way to attract a woman, after all, especially one as strong as Shel.

He held an arm out and Shel smiled, then moved to cuddle with him. She was a bit taller than he was, but she laid back with her head on his shoulder and wrapped one arm around him. Rasud pulled a blanket over them; it wasn’t cold outside, but he wanted to hide his body’s reaction to her touch. She wasn’t ready for the ol’ magic staff yet.

“Thank you for everything,” Shel said, and squeezed him tightly. “It’s nice to be treated as if I’m special.”

“That’s because you are special, my darling,” Rasud said. He leaned down and kissed the top of her head.

Shel chuckled softly. “I have a feeling you treat all attractive women this way.”

“Yes, but only for a few minutes, or at least until they slap me,” Rasud replied. He felt Shel move and quickly continued. “Yes, yes, I have been known to flirt a bit. Don’t worry, my sweet, I won’t suddenly lose interest in you and leave. I plan on sticking around for tens of minutes. Scores, even.”

Shel chuckled and hugged him again.

Her head on his shoulder wasn’t the most comfortable way to sleep, but Rasud would cut his arm off before admitting to it. Shel was out in a few minutes, but it took Rasud a bit longer. He idly wondered how Henrik was doing. Probably having a more exciting time than they were, riding through the nearly empty savannah.
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Henrik was bored. There was simply no other term for it.

For two days now, he had been traveling through the mountains, following rocky paths up and down the slopes. As Anslie had said they would, the dragons had guided him; faint images and feelings of north or east floated across his mind here and there. They were weak, being that far away from the dragons, but it was enough for him to follow.

Henrik tried to send messages to Calduin. He figured their bond wasn’t yet strong enough, but he still tried to send the young dragon feelings of peace and trust. Nothing seemed to make it through, but he never stopped trying.

He almost envied Rasud and his ride back to the city. At least he had a traveling companion and probably wasn’t bored half to death. Henrik tried talking to his horse, but the animal was a poor conversationalist.

The mountains were surprisingly monotonous; he went up, he went down, he went east, he went north, and it was just rocks, bits of grass, and the occasional tree. At one point he saw a small waterfall, where snow melt built up and led to a narrow stream. Turning in his saddle, he tried to imagine the path of the stream and realized it was possibly the one that wound up in Anslie’s valley.

A few times he saw birds of prey circling overhead; not something he was used to, being from the city. That also made him realize that if hawks were flying around looking for food, he probably stood a chance at being successful hunting around here.

He guided his horse with his knees and rode with the bow across his lap and an arrow in hand. His only hope was that the animals in the mountains would be so unused to human contact that they wouldn’t know enough to be afraid.

Mostly he just wanted to avoid having to eat hardtack.

His patience was rewarded toward the end of the second day. The hard path had briefly turned to dirt, making their travel nearly silent. Three small deer chewed on a handful of low bushes in the distance.

Henrik nocked the arrow and took careful aim. It was a bit of a far shot, so he waited until his horse drew closer.

The deer closest to them raised its head and Henrik loosed his arrow. It flew true and struck the animal in the side of its chest, startling the other two. It only ran a few feet before collapsing to the ground.

Henrik steered his horse closer and swung down from the saddle. Using his knife, he quickly put the animal out of its misery.

It was a small deer—not a juvenile one, but a small breed. Enough to feed him for a while, that much was certain. Looking around, Henrik saw that he was actually in a good place to stop for the day, so he set the animal on a large rock nearby and cut its throat so all its blood would drain.

“Come on, boy,” Henrik said to his horse as he led it closer. He looped its reins around a low branch nearby, by some plants the horse would enjoy, and removed the saddle and saddlebags.

Fortunately a handful of trees were nearby, so he spent a few minutes gathering old branches, then arranged them in the center of a circle of small stones. It had been quite some time since he’d slept near a fire, but the weather was cooler in the mountains so the warmth would be welcomed.

That done, he set to skinning and cleaning the animal with his belt knife. It was a bit large for the task, but with a deft hand he finished in no time. He also made sure to save the animal’s brain, as he had once been told how it could be used to tan the hide. With two weeks in the mountains ahead of him, a tanned deer hide could come in handy.

The moment he tried lighting the fire, he realized just how much Rasud’s spirit ancestors came in handy. With a handful of dried grass, shavings from a small piece of wood, and some twigs he finally got the sparks to catch and smolder. It had been a long time since he’d done that. He sat back and enjoyed the fire for a moment before working on the hide again.

It was painstaking work to scrape the inside of the hide clean, but he set at it methodically, trying to hurry before the sun set. Once it was clean, he used a nearby branch to help stretch the hide, pulling hard in every direction. After that, he skewered thick chunks of meat over his fire and relaxed.

“I should have brought a book or something,” Henrik muttered to himself as he sat back against his saddle. He had always thought of himself as a bit of a loner, but looking back, Rasud had always been there. And if nothing else, the man was entertaining.

To help pass time, Henrik closed his eyes and tried to connect with Calduin. Again, he focused on sending messages of peace and trust. His bond with the young dragon was still too new for the messages to travel that far, but it was good practice.

Tossyth and the other dragons, however, continued to send him faint directions. Even at that distance they could send emotions and images. It amazed him, and it also showed the strength of their minds. Henrik tried to send a mental image of the meat cooking and all three dragons seemed to take interest, even from the faint message. That got a laugh out of him.

Filled with fresh venison and covered with Anslie’s blanket, he slept well that night. Although he had spent most of his life in a dense city, he enjoyed being in the mountains. Clean water and fresh air were two things that weren’t hugely common in a place like Selfoss, but the mountains had them in spades.

A thin layer of frost covered him the next morning. That was something he had never before experienced—Selfoss never grew cold enough for water to freeze, not even close.

He checked his hide and took his knife to it again, scraping the last bits of connective tissue from it. After that, he stoically smeared the brains all over the inside of the hide. Not the most pleasant thing to do, but every bit helped. He let that sit while he worked on breakfast.

His horse seemed to enjoy the mountains as well, especially the variety of foliage. The animal practically danced when Henrik went over to check on him that morning. He led his horse over to a patch of clover and tied him there, then went back to the deer hide.

It had stiffened a bit overnight, so once again he worked hard at it, stretching it in every direction. That was important to keep the fibers from drying together. At least a gentle breeze blew through the area, so he didn’t have to smell it.

After eating as much venison as he could, he buried his coals and set off, heading further north. Day three, and he had seen nothing of note. The mountains turned white above him, so if he continued on his path he knew it would grow colder.

“What about you, boy?” Henrik asked, patting his horse on the neck. “Are you excited to see snow? I doubt you’d get a chance to see it, elsewise.”

The horse tossed his head in reply.

“Yeah, I feel the same way,” Henrik said. “Looking forward to seeing it and experiencing it, but not very excited about being cold. My bedroll isn’t big enough for the both of us, so don’t try cuddling up with me at night, okay?”

His horse snorted. Henrik patted his neck again.

“I guess the duke is probably mad about losing you. I would be too. You’re a fine animal.” Henrik looked around. “And here I am, talking to a horse.”

A series of images floated across Henrik’s mind; scenes of the mountain path forking ahead. The dragons were telling him to take the right branch. He tried his best to thank them, but he wasn’t sure if they got his message or not.

Five minutes later, the barely visible path he followed forked. He turned right, then wondered why a path was even out here, where no one had been in ages. Twisting in his saddle, he glanced behind him and stared at the path for a bit. It looked like a deer trail. That made sense. Although at that moment he remembered Anslie had told him the dragons would clear a path for him.

Henrik’s horse tossed his head and danced to the side for a few steps. Something had spooked the animal. He looked all around them, his hand going for his sword. Nothing moved in any direction he could see.

“It’s okay, boy,” Henrik said, patting his horse. The animal tossed his head again, but started walking back toward the trail.

Henrik kept his head on a swivel, checking for movement. A furry squirrel suddenly raced across their path and Henrik cursed and shook his head. Little bastard startled him.

The faintest rustling caught Henrik’s ear, and he turned to his left. Thirty feet off the path, hiding among bushes, were the unmistakable yellow eyes of a wolf.

Being from the city, Henrik had never actually seen a wolf before. He had read about them in stories as a child, and knew they were essentially wild dogs with yellow eyes and shaggy coats. Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate, but it was close enough for him.

“Stay calm, boy, okay?” Henrik said, patting his horse again. He kept his left hand on his horse’s neck, hoping his touch would reassure the animal. Being one of the duke’s horses, he assumed the animal was well-trained and wouldn’t bolt at the first sign of danger. Fortunately, he was right.

Henrik pulled his sword out and held it ready. He kept glancing around, and after a few minutes saw a large wolf cross the path behind them. Its gray and white fur would blend into the mountains perfectly, especially once he got a bit further and snow became more common.

Henrik was a big fan of dogs. He loved the loyal animals, and always went out of his way to pet one or feed it a treat if he was able to. He had always hoped to get one if he ever lived to be old and gray.

The thing that now emerged from the bushes looked nothing like the dogs he was used to seeing, although he could see the similarities. It was large, with the kind of thick fur that would shrug off another animal trying to bite it. Its yellow eyes watched them ride by, and its large feet moved silently along the ground. The wolf watched him the same way a barn cat watched a mouse.

“Shit,” Henrik said, sheathing his sword. When he saw the wolves, all he could think about was one of them lying in front of a fireplace with its tongue hanging lazily out. He couldn’t imagine beheading one of those. He had to find a better way to deal with them.

“Come on, boy,” he said, holding the reins firmly. “Time to scare away some wolves.”

His horse tossed his head again, then turned sharply to the left as Henrik guided him. He dug in his heels and the horse leaped forward.

After only two or three steps, the horse seemed to understand the assignment. The horse charged straight for the nearest wolf, startling the shaggy animal. It sprinted away and the horse followed, trying to run the wolf down.

“By the gods, calm down a bit,” Henrik said, pulling the reins to turn the horse around.

His horse looked around and saw another wolf, then leaped into a full gallop. The wolves were caught by surprise—they were used to chasing their prey, not being run down by a thousand pound beast.

One particularly brave wolf tried to run up behind them as Henrik’s horse chased another. The horse kicked a few times—it was running, which made it hard to kick, but the wolf was tagged across the snout by a hoof. It yelped and ran away, disappearing into the bushes.

Only one wolf remained, and Henrik’s horse seemed determined to trample the poor animal. At this point, Henrik just held onto the saddle for dear life as his crazed horse charged the wolf.

“Easy, easy,” Henrik said once the last wolf ran away. “Shhhh, calm down.” He laughed as the horse tossed his head and snorted. “Maybe you’re the real dragon rider here, since you apparently have the temper of a snow dragon.” Henrik tried to picture the horse riding on the back of a dragon, and laughed loud and long.

Well, if nothing else, at least it was a break from the monotony.
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“I’d like to say I’m excited, but the truth is there isn’t much exciting about the town of Limestone,” Rasud said when the small town finally appeared on the horizon.

“Well, it’s still a first for me,” Shel replied. Faint creases at the corners of her eyes showed that she was stressed.

“Don’t worry, my dear. You’re going to be just fine,” Rasud said. “Just don’t mention orcs, okay? In fact, don’t even think about them. People get rather testy around here when you bring them up.”

“Orcs raided their farms, right?”

Rasud nodded. “Apparently in all his infinite wisdom, Chief Torgan had some raiding parties make their presence known. So yes, to put it mildly, the locals hate orcs.”

Shel frowned. “I wasn’t part of that, but it sounds like something he would do. He dreams of being a king and ruling over a large and powerful city, you know. The workers are making very good progress back in Silverkeep, constructing towering buildings from brick and stone. It’s amazing how quickly people work with a few death threats to spur them on.”

“You weren’t involved with that? Didn’t you work with Torgan fairly often?”

“Kind of,” Shel said. “He used me when he needed something, for the most part. I wasn’t an advisor or anything of that nature. In fact, beyond my magic he didn’t even really respect me. I was just another tool to him. When Torgan looks at someone, he just thinks of how he can use them.”

“He really sounds like a charming fellow,” Rasud said. “Well, if I ever get the chance I can assure you I’ll enjoy setting the man on fire. That’s the least he deserves.”

Shel smiled. “Few things would make me as happy as watching Torgan burn.”

“Well, maybe some of the food here will make you happy,” Rasud said as they drew nearer to the town. “What was the name of the inn here? Ah yes. End of the Road. A name that really fills you with high expectations, hmm? Well, at least the food was good. Can’t say as much about the attitude of the locals.”

“You say that like something happened,” Shel said, looking at him.

Rasud frowned. “I walked out back to use the outhouse in the small hours of the morning. Everyone should have been asleep, but one man saw me. I was careless and didn’t have my hood covering my face, so he saw that I was…not quite as handsome as I am now.”

“What happened?” Shel asked.

“Oh, he chased me back to my room and then gathered up his friends,” Rasud said, feeling sour at the memory. “They probably would have tried to hang me. My ancestors were ready to defend me but there were a lot of them.”

“Well, I’m just glad you got out safely,” Shel said.

“Yes, Henrik showed up and used his complex negotiation tactics to convince the men they would be better off somewhere else.” Rasud chuckled. “Ah, they didn’t even see him coming. It seems if people see you beat a man’s face into a wall, they lose their confidence.”

Shel shook her head. “I know I’ve said this before, but his temper terrifies me.”

“Oh, that wasn’t his temper! He was just grouchy because they woke him.”

“At least he’s on our side,” Shel said after a moment of contemplative silence.

They passed by the outermost houses in the town and Shel stared at them in fascination. She got plenty of looks in return; Rasud idly wondered how long it would take her to get used to being so beautiful by human standards. Of course she had been just as beautiful before, but not everyone could appreciate the strength in the orc features.

“The houses here are much different than they are back in—um, back home. These houses look…cozy.” Shel seemed to smile as she watched all around her. A young boy stared at her, his mouth open in amazement.

Shel moved her horse closer to Rasud’s and kept her voice low. “Why are they staring at me?” she asked in a near whisper.

Rasud smiled. “I really need to find you a mirror, darling.” She looked a question at him, so he explained further. “You’ve always been beautiful, but now you’re beautiful by their standards. And not just beautiful, but the kind of face a man might only see once or twice in a lifetime.”

Shel reached up and touched her face like it was a foreign object. “I still don’t know how I feel about this. It certainly makes life easier, I suppose.”

“Well, at least our children will be attractive, right? Let’s hope they get your height though,” Rasud said. Shel gave him a sharp look and he just laughed. Slipping those little comments in here and there would help break down her walls. Soon, she would be professing her love to him on a daily basis. Well, that or stabbing him, but he was hoping for the former as opposed to the latter.

Shel kept her horse next to Rasud’s, which made him happy. Even with his heritage, countless women had shared his bed over the years—as he was fond of saying, gold could make any man attractive. But Shel was special. He genuinely liked her, and found himself drawn to her strength and interesting enough, her unfamiliarity with human society. She was straightforward, open, and direct, which were qualities he appreciated.

“Just up here on the left,” Rasud said. They steered their horses to the stable next to the inn and Rasud hopped down from his saddle, then offered Shel a hand.

“I know how to dismount a horse, Rasud,” she said firmly.

Rasud huffed. “I know, my darling. You have to learn to let people help you at times. Not because you aren’t capable, but because it’s a nice thing to do.”

Shel looked at him for a moment, then took his hand and climbed down from the saddle. Rasud held onto her a bit longer than necessary, just enjoying her touch. She noticed that and smiled. Ah, he would do anything for that smile.

Rasud immediately recognized the teenage stableboy and flipped him a coin. The boy caught it and bowed deeply.

“Honored to serve, my lord,” he said, taking the reins.

“See that these horses get plenty of water and fresh food, alright?” Rasud said. “They haven’t had anything enjoyable for a time and I’m sure they would appreciate it.”

“Um. Yes, my lord,” the boy said, bowing his head again. He kept trying to steal glances at Shel.

“Why does he call you that?” Shel asked as they walked away.

“Because I just casually flipped him a coin worth more than he makes in two months,” Rasud said. “Throw some money around and people will respect you, in most cases.”

“Strange,” Shel said. “They should respect strength, not money.”

“Money buys strength,” Rasud said simply.

Shel picked at her clothes. “These are strange as well, but at least they’re comfortable. I’m glad Anslie gave them to me.”

Rasud glanced at how the pants fit tightly over Shel’s hips. “Trust me, my dear, we are all glad.”

They went to the door and Rasud pushed it open, then held it for Shel. She gave him that look that said she was capable of opening the door herself, but walked through regardless.

Hamil, the innkeeper, saw them and approached with a broad smile. “Good day to you two! Please, have a seat and we’ll see you taken care of right away.”

“Good to see you, Hamil,” Rasud said without thinking.

Hamil looked at him, not recognizing him, but smiled anyway. “Yes, good to see you as well. Forgive me, my memory slips with old age.”

Rasud reached up and clapped him on the shoulder. “Ah, no worries. It’s probably for the best.”

Rasud led Shel to a nearby table and they both sat down. Francine, the serving woman, showed up just a moment later.

“Good day to you both,” she said with a motherly smile that stayed on Shel for a moment. “Well, you are just darling, you know that? You should wear some proper clothes, dear. You’ll have every man in the town asking for your hand.” She glanced at Rasud and laughed. “You might need to learn the sword if she ever starts wearing dresses.”

Ah, country humor. Rasud hated it, but forced a smile. “Yes, my wife has certainly been favored by the gods. What do you think, dear? Is it time to finally shed your traveling clothes and step into something a bit more feminine?” Oh, he dreamed of seeing her in a nice dress with a snug bodice and a low neckline.

“Your husband is right,” Francine said, again with that motherly smile. “There’s a tailor right here in town that does good work, and she would appreciate the business.”

“Deal,” Rasud said, glancing at Francine. “You two look to be of a similar size. Do you think you could pick something up for her? With the skirts divided for riding, of course. I hate to ask, but we’re short on time and will be leaving first thing in the morning.”

Francine shook her head. “Sorry, good master, but my job is here. Someone has to keep all these patrons filled with food and beer and….” Her protests faded when Rasud set a single gold coin on the table and slid it toward her. “Blue, you said? Darling, could you stand up for me?”

Shel gave Rasud a flat look, but pushed her chair back and stood.

“Oh, you’re so stiff,” Francine said as she grabbed Shel by the shoulders, then patted her waist. “Yes, about the same here. A little smaller there. Oh, I wish I had your figure, honey. I’m holding on as best as I can, but three children can be hard on the body. Okay, you stay there.” She ran off toward Hamil, removing her apron on the way.

Shel sat down, frowning at Rasud. “Are you determined to drive me insane? Sending that woman to get me a dress?”

“I am determined to treat you right,” Rasud said matter-of-factly. “I’m going to pamper you, Shel. Get used to it.”

“Maybe I don’t want to be pampered,” she said, crossing her arms. She hadn’t realized yet that when she did that it pushed her breasts up. While that didn’t matter in her old robes, the low neckline of her shirt made for a wonderful view. She saw Rasud looking and blushed to her hairline.

“So you’re saying you don’t want me to rub your feet at night anymore?” Rasud asked.

Shel pursed her lips. “That is nice.”

“And the back rubs,” Rasud added.

Shel sighed. “Yes, that too. Look, I’m just not used to it.”

“Well, get used to it,” Rasud said with a grin as Hamil approached their table.

“My lord, my lady. You must be thirsty after a day of travel. May I get you something?” Gold always changed a person’s demeanor.

“Two cups of wine, please,” Rasud said.

“Do you think I’ll like it?” Shel asked.

“I’m sorry, but we don’t have any wine here,” Hamil said. “We have three types of beer, though.”

Rasud sighed and pulled out another silver coin, then slid it across the table to the innkeeper. “I’ll take a cup of wine from your personal stash, Hamil. I suppose I’ll let my darling wife try it, and if she likes it then bring a second cup for her.”

Hamil’s eyes widened at the coin. He snatched it up and quickly made it disappear. “How did you—no mind. You don’t need to answer that. Right away, my lord.” He bowed and hurried away.

“Do you just pay everyone?” Shel asked.

“Sometimes,” Rasud replied with a shrug. “Loyalty can be bought. Special treatment can be bought. I’m used to doing that.”

“And trust?”

Rasud smiled. “Excellent question, my dear. No, trust must always be earned.”

Shel nodded as if that were the answer she expected. She looked around the common room at the different patrons. “Such a strange place. It’s so peaceful and quiet. Men don’t fight here?”

Rasud tried not to think of what had happened the last time he was here. “In general, no. This is a place for food and drink. Oh, and a bath. We should both spend a moment in the bathing room.”

“Baths for commoners?” Shel asked, then lowered her voice. “Back in Silverkeep, water is scarce. Only the wealthiest can afford full baths. Everyone else just wipes themselves down.”

“I’m sure the smell is lovely,” Rasud said. “Ah, here he is.”

Hamil approached them with a pewter goblet in hand and set it in front of Rasud. “Here you are, my lord. Ah, I would appreciate it if you didn’t spread word of this, you understand.”

“Of course, of course,” Rasud said as he brought the goblet to his lips. Drinking was certainly different without tusks, but he quickly grew used to it. The wine was delicious, just as he remembered. He slid the goblet across the table to Shel. “Go ahead and try. Just a sip.”

Shel stared at it for a moment, then tried the wine. She made a face, then pushed the goblet back to Rasud. “No, not for me.” She turned to Hamil. “Beer, please. Something dark and strong.”

“Of course, my lady,” Hamil said with a bow of his head. “Will you two be eating today?”

“Yes, no meat though,” Rasud said. “Extra vegetables. And we’ll be bathing after, and we’ll need a room.” Shel just nodded.

Hamil gave him an odd look, but bowed his head again and hurried away. He returned a few moments later with two plates piled high and smelling fantastic. After so many days of eating bland travel rations, it was a feast. Even Shel agreed the food was good.

“Pardon, my lord, but can you remind me when we met?” Hamil asked when he came by to take their empty plates. “Something about you is familiar, but I don’t recognize your face.”

“It’s probably best that you forget,” Rasud said. “As always, thank you for the hospitality, Hamil.”

The innkeeper nodded, then reached into his apron and withdrew a key that he set on the table. “Room two, upstairs and on the right.” He bowed his head and walked away.

“Ready for that bath?” Rasud said, trying to conceal his excitement.

Shel just gave him an uncertain look, but she took his hand and followed him.

Rasud led her through the hall and to a room in the back, where two large copper tubs sat. The floor was stone, and sloped down to a drain in the center. A large pot sat above a small fire, keeping water warm. Rasud grabbed a nearby bucket and used it to fill Shel’s bathtub, then his.

She stood there for a moment, looking uncomfortable as Rasud unlaced his shirt.

“What’s wrong, dear?” Rasud asked as he pulled his shirt off over his head.

Shel sighed. “You can probably guess what’s wrong.”

“Ah, you’ve never been naked in front of a man before, have you? Well, nothing to worry about. I won’t bite.”

Shel shook her head. “Your casual demeanor amazes me sometimes. Nothing seems to really bother you.”

Rasud stepped up to her and began gently undoing the laces on her shirt. Shel brought her hands up to push him away, but took a deep breath and relaxed. “Few things in this world are important enough to bother me,” Rasud said. “Your clothes, however, are bothering me right now, so I’m trying to fix that by removing them.” He gave her his best smile.

Shel laughed as some of her nervousness melted like candle wax. Once her shirt was undone, she pulled it off over her head.

Rasud tried not to stare, but she was the very definition of perfection. Her stomach was flat and strong, and her arms lined with lithe muscle. Her breasts were only average size, but were perfectly shaped. He wanted to grab them so badly his hands ached.

“This color is taking some getting used to,” Shel said, grabbing her breast. She ran a thumb over her pink nipple and sighed.

Rasud undid his pants while Shel did the same. His were off in a heartbeat, but Shel blushed as she pushed hers down over her hips.

“I’m sorry,” Shel said, suddenly covering herself with her hands. “I’ve never—”

“I know, and it’s perfectly fine,” Rasud said. The curve of her hips was simply mesmerizing, especially with how they faded into such strong legs. Ah, what Rasud would give to have his face between those thighs of hers. One day soon, he would.

“Come here,” Rasud said, gently grabbing her hands. He pulled her into a tight hug and shifted his hips a bit so he wasn’t stabbing her with his erection.

“At least I know you find me attractive,” Shel said, rubbing her hip against his crotch with a laugh.

“To put it mildly,” Rasud said. “Come on, let’s get you in the bath.”

Rasud led her to the bathtub and helped her step in. He grabbed a fresh washcloth and a cake of yellow soap and lathered it up, then rubbed her body down. Shel blushed the entire time, of course. When Rasud got to her more sensitive areas she closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Rasud was careful not to overdo it.

Seeing that this was his moment, he stepped into the bathtub with her, ignoring the splashes. He continued rubbing her down, then grabbed a nearby ladle and used it to rinse her breasts off. No use in getting a mouthful of soap.

The moment his lips touched her pink nipple, Shel moaned loud and strong. She immediately clapped a hand over her mouth, but Rasud just laughed and went back to the task at hand.

She melted in his hands. Once she relaxed enough for him to touch her, she practically pounced on him and in no time he had her bent over the side of the bathtub.

Needless to say, they both slept well that night, holding each other tightly. Being next to the woman he loved was the best feeling ever.
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What Henrik would have given for Anslie’s warm body next to his at that moment.

He had woken early with a thin layer of frost on his blanket. With a grumble, he glanced to the east, where the rising sun was just beginning to brighten the horizon.

“Damn cold,” he said, pushing his blanket back. He tossed a few more pieces of wood on the remains of his fire and blew on the coals until it came back to life.

Henrik’s first experience with cold weather was not a pleasant one. Sure, it was pretty, with the white covering the trees and mountains. It made his limbs feel stiff, though. And it was a tricky enemy; he couldn’t fight the cold with a sword or his fists. All he could do was bundle up in thick clothing that made movement more difficult.

At least his horse didn’t seem to mind. Henrik had placed his second blanket across the animal’s back and it seemed perfectly fine with the cold.

A small cookpot hung from a foldable metal frame over the meager fire. Henrik walked a few feet away from his camp and scooped up a handful of snow, then brought it back and put it in the pot. It was a slow way to get water, but at least it was fresh.

As the snow melted and the water warmed, he crumbled a piece of hardtack and tossed the pieces in the pot, along with some torn up pieces of dried meat. Rasud had somehow snuck a small bag of dried beans into his saddlebag, so he put some of them in there as well. Anything to keep the stew from being bland.

While the stew cooked, he grabbed his sword and began going through a run of exercises, simple movements that helped limber up his stiff limbs. He parried and spun, chopped and swung, all to get his blood moving and to better himself with the sword.

Boredom was another enemy, just like the cold. Neither one could be defeated with a punch to the face. Once again, he found himself wishing he had brought a book, anything to help pass the monotonous days. Practicing the sword would have to work for now.

“And you’re not the best conversationalist,” he said to his horse, who snorted in reply.

He tried reaching out to the dragons, but they weren’t interested in casual conversation it seemed. In fact, Cazeth and Annasta were rather cold toward him. Probably waiting to see if he was going to survive or not before they became emotionally invested in him. At least Tossyth was nice.

As he often did, Henrik tried to send messages to Calduin. The dragon was simply too young and their bond wasn’t yet strong enough for his thoughts to travel the distance, but that didn’t stop him from trying. At least when he returned, Henrik would have the sword, which would supposedly help him with the dragon.

After about an hour of practicing with his sword, he sat down to a bland breakfast. He was hungry enough that he ate the entire cookpot full, though. At least he didn’t have to carry much food for the horse. There was sufficient foliage for the animal everywhere. Every day was a feast for him.

Henrik kicked snow and dirt over the fire, then began cleaning up. He used snow to scrub out his cookpot, then packed everything in his saddlebags.

“Alright boy, time to get ready,” he said to his horse. Henrik walked over to where his horse was grazing on some nearby plants, being very careful about where he stepped. “You’re more full of shit than Duke Ardun, you know that?” he said to the horse. “Well, at least I know you’re eating well.” The horse just tossed his head.

Henrik led his horse back to the camp, then saddled him up.

“I should name you something,” Henrik said to the horse as he tightened the girth strap. “Damn girth strap barely fits around you. You’re a big boy, you know that?” He patted the horse on the neck and tried to think of names.

Once in the saddle, the two set off, heading further north. Henrik figured they were drawing close. They had to be.

“I should name you Rasud,” Henrik said. “Oh, I can just hear him complaining about it now. ‘I am not a horse, Henrik, and I will not have one named after me.’ Ha!” The horse didn’t seem to get the joke.

The path became rocky, so Henrik kept their pace slow. A sprained ankle would be disastrous. The dragons sent images his way, showing Henrik where he would be going. Yes, he was in fact close. Very close.

“Well, you belonged to a duke, so maybe I should name you that?” Henrik said. “What do you think? Duke? Or maybe The Duke?”

The horse turned his head to glance at Henrik and snorted.

“Alright, The Duke it is.” He patted the horse on the base of his neck and rubbed him for a moment. “Glad to finally have a name for you.” The Duke just tossed his mane.

The path gradually became rockier and began to alternate sloping up and down. Henrik finally had to dismount and lead The Duke by his reins. The animal balked at the path, but otherwise followed without complaint.

Henrik began to worry about the path, but it suddenly flattened out. Not only that, it widened into a landing at the side of a mountain. He stood there for a moment, looking at it.

“Well, son of a bitch,” Henrik said.

Next to him, The Duke whinnied.

“Not you,” Henrik said, patting the animal.

They stood at the edge of a wide stone landing. It wasn’t a natural formation; it looked like someone painstakingly flattened and smoothed the stone for a radius of twenty feet. And on the other side stood a heavy stone arch.

It was ancient; that much was clearly visible. Symbols and runes had been carved into the surface of the stone, but had long since faded to illegibility. Deep within the arch was a door, also made from stone. At least, Henrik assumed it was a door. It looked like one.

“So, what now?” Henrik asked The Duke. The horse had no answer.

He led the horse to a stunted tree at the edge of the area and looped the reins over a branch. The Duke simply plodded over to a nearby bush and began eating it.

Henrik tried to send images of this stone arch to the dragons. At first he received nothing, then sheer excitement practically flooded his mind. It was difficult to sift through the messages, but they were telling him to approach the door.

Henrik pulled his sword from his saddle and tied it around his waist, then held his cloak around him. The air was damn cold up here, but he tried not to let it affect him.

He approached the stone arch, examining every angle of it. Strangely enough, it didn’t look like something that was built onto this area; instead, it almost seemed like it had been pulled from the mountain itself. Well, dragons had powerful magic. That much he knew.

With one hand on the hilt of his sword, Henrik stepped closer to the door. He almost laughed at himself for the old habit; what was he going to do, attack the door with his blade?

Unfortunately, the door lacked anything that even remotely resembled a handle. A circle of brass had been inset into the stone at about chest height. The metal had somehow survived all these years and kept its sheen. Definitely magic. Henrik sent the image to the dragons and tried to ask them how to open the door.

“Huh. That makes sense,” he muttered when they replied.

After a deep breath, Henrik reached out and placed his hand on the circle of brass. It was freezing cold, as expected, but he held his hand there. A few seconds passed and he began to wonder if it was broken, or if something else needed to be done. He began to send another message to the dragons, but at that moment the door began to move.

Stone scraped against stone, a noise that made him wince to hear. The door slowly swung inward, dislodging centuries of dust and dirt. The Duke turned to see what the strange noise was.

“Stay there,” Henrik called out. “I’ll be back soon.”

He stood there for a moment in the arch. The door finished opening and enough daylight streamed through to illuminate a long tunnel within. The air smelled stale, so Henrik decided to wait a few minutes.

After that, there were no more excuses. He received a final message of encouragement from the dragons, and he stepped inside.
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The moment Henrik set foot inside the tunnel, he drew his sword. Within those stone walls it was completely silent, in the way a grave was silent. The whole thing was deeply unsettling.

As he walked further in the amount of daylight faded, which initially drew some concern. However, as he approached a golden sconce, it suddenly burst into flame.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Henrik said. The sconce offered bright, flickering illumination in the otherwise dark tunnel. Once the light was behind him, Henrik could see that it went on for quite some distance.

He lowered his sword and relaxed a bit. There was nothing to fight in here, at least not yet. He walked quickly down the long tunnel, trying not to flinch when the next sconce suddenly burst into flame.

“Dragon magic,” Henrik muttered. Well, he would be learning something similar, he supposed. A dragon rider’s magic was based on their dragon, and snow dragons breathed fire. Henrik supposed he would inherit something of that nature. Either way, the flaming sconces suddenly made perfect sense.

Something tugged at his mind, then. It wasn’t the dragons—they had gone completely silent since he entered the tunnel. It was something else, something in this strange area. It pulled at his thoughts in an incredibly irritating fashion.

Henrik frowned, but kept walking. That sensation was like a fingernail picking at him. He felt anger rising in his mind, and welcomed it. He had traveled nearly a week, for this? A stone tunnel where presumably long-dead spirits tugged at his thoughts? The whole thing made him angry.

“Well, come on out if you want a fight!” Henrik shouted. His voice echoed down the tunnel. Even the sound of that made his temper flare. By the gods, but he was angry. He was tired, cold, and irritated at this entire situation. His temper rose dangerously high, and he felt that familiar tingle when he lost control of himself.

It was then that he realized something was trying to get him to lose his temper. That wasn’t normal. Anslie had told him he would be tested in here.

Henrik closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, willing himself to calmness. It worked, and after a brief moment he continued on, although whatever spirits existed here still worked on his mind.

The tunnel turned sharply to the left and Henrik peered around the corner. He saw nothing but stone. It made him wonder just how long he would be walking through this mountain. It didn’t take him very long to find the answer.

After rounding the corner, he continued striding down the long tunnel. It gradually widened and the smooth stone became rough. The air was cold, but not the crisp mountain chill. Instead, it was the cold of death.

The smooth path suddenly ended and he found himself standing inside a natural cave. Stalactites hung from the damp ceiling and dripped water onto the floor. Henrik kept his eyes sharp. Something about this place felt off.

He looked to his left and saw that the cave further opened up. With his sword held ready, he slowly walked in that direction. Something was in front of him. It only took him a moment to recognize it.

The skeleton of a once-great man sat on a throne of carved granite. A helmet still sat upon his head and mail armor covered his bones. A sword rested across his legs. A sword with a black blade.

“Well, at least I found it,” Henrik said. He straightened up and walked across the cave to fetch the sword. As soon as he drew closer, the skeleton began to move.

“Ah, shit!” he said, bringing his sword up. “Of course you had to make this difficult!” That presence was in his mind, irritating him, provoking him, trying to force him to lose his temper.

The skeleton stood and took a step closer. Its empty eye sockets focused on Henrik and images suddenly flashed in his mind, just like when the dragons communicated with him.

A man with long blonde hair and massive shoulders rode on the back of an enormous dragon. Tossyth was huge, but this dragon was at least half again as large. The dragon flew at the head of a large army, attacking the enemy. Henrik couldn’t tell what the people were fighting, but they weren’t human. They were something monstrous and scaled.

Behind the man, three beautiful women rode on the shoulders of their dragons. Henrik recognized Tossyth and her blue eyes immediately, but it was his first glance of the other two dragons.

The scene shifted and Henrik again watched the man ride his dragon along with the three beautiful women. Together, they saved people, won battles, even healed the sick. Well, the man did no healing. Annasta, the golden-eyed dragon, seemed to be best at that.

“So, that was you,” Henrik said in tones of wonder to the skeleton. “The last man to be a dragon rider and hold onto his mind. The one that fought for good.”

The skeleton simply stared at him with empty sockets, but he felt the notion that he was correct. He was in the man’s tomb, and he was being tested.

The images in Henrik’s mind suddenly shifted, then. They changed from acts of heroism to acts of terror. A man with long black hair shouted to the wind as his dragon blasted a small village with fire. The destruction was absolute; nothing could survive the dragon’s fire. Even stone melted under the intense heat.

It changed again and another man rode a similar snow dragon. They arrived in a town and destroyed everything in sight while the man roared like a wild animal. Henrik recognized the look in the man’s eyes. He had the same temper; the kind that came from the dragon. It was in full swing.

The three other dragons arrived and attacked the snow dragon, but cautiously. Even they could be hurt by the fiery breath, and their magic didn’t affect it much. Together, they managed to drive the snow dragon away, but not until at least a hundred people had been killed.

An unspoken question seemed to loom in Henrik’s mind, after seeing those scenes. A question of morality, of motives. The man was trying to ask him something. Which path would he choose? Which path would he ultimately follow?

“I don’t want to become like the others,” he said to the skeleton. “I don’t know if you can understand me or not, but I want to hold onto my mind.”

The skeleton nodded slightly. That was the only warning Henrik had.

Henrik brought his blade up just in time to block a swipe that would have otherwise taken the top of his head off. The black blade clanged loudly against his, nearly knocking it aside. Henrik parried and swung his sword, but found himself driven back. He was shocked at the strength and speed of the skeleton. He was every bit Henrik’s equal.

Refusing to be on the defensive, Henrik pressed forward, attacking with every bit of strength and speed he possessed. He felt that presence scratching at his mind again, daring him to lose his temper. If he gave into his anger, he could defeat this skeleton with ease. The fight would be over in seconds.

But he remained calm.

The skeleton was ruthless and pushed Henrik to his very limits. It lunged, seeking to drive that black blade right through Henrik’s stomach. He twisted to the side and struck at the blade, pushing it away. The skeleton responded by bringing its blade up, nearly striking Henrik in the face.

It was then that Henrik noticed what was happening to his sword. Every time he blocked or parried with it, the skeleton’s black blade hacked into it like it was made of soft copper. At this rate, Henrik only had another minute or two until his sword broke. It had already been ruined.

He pressed the skeleton, putting all of his strength into every parry and riposte. Finally, the skeleton stumbled back, unable to match Henrik’s speed and ferocity.

Henrik managed to knock the skeleton’s blade aside, which opened him up for a killing blow. At the last moment, he hesitated and stepped back. This man was the last dragon rider to hold onto his sanity. Henrik couldn’t kill him. Not even his skeleton.

Knowing he had been bested and spared, the skeleton stood there for a moment, then bowed slightly. Henrik got the notion he was smiling. More images and emotions floated across Henrik’s mind, mostly signifying approval, but also strong waves of caution.

The skeleton raised a bony hand toward Henrik and held it there for a moment. Henrik nodded, and the skeleton stepped closer, until his hand rested on Henrik’s forehead.

Images flashed and scenes playing through Henrik’s mind as the skeleton rifled through his memories. Henrik saw the horror on his mother’s face as he was pulled from her arms by slavers. He felt the sting of the whip again and again. He saw himself finally take his future into his own hands, and became a thief.

He felt strong disapproval coming from the skeleton after that. Stealing was wrong, that thought was clear. But then memories of him donating the stolen money to orphanages flowed like water through the stream of consciousness that connected them. The rider saw that Henrik was no saint, but he was morally sound.

He removed his hand and leaned forward slightly. It took Henrik a moment to realize he was offering the same thing; for Henrik to see his memories, his life. Well, that was a chance few people ever got. He reached out and removed the skeleton’s helmet and set it on the stone floor, then placed a hand on the bare skull.

His name was Garnell. His mother had died during childbirth, leaving just him and his father, a farmer on the outskirts of Selfoss. Garnell worked hard, but when his father died young in a tragic accident, he had to join the king’s army to pay for his bread. He was a large man, both fast and strong, and moved quickly through the ranks. He was also highly skilled with both sword and spear. He had a promising future as a high-ranking soldier.

All that changed when he received the call of the snow dragon. He left everything behind and traveled north and east, through the mountains. Henrik was able to feel the battle of wills between Garnell and his snow dragon. It was immense, like trying to resist a landslide, but Garnell held on.

He won the hearts of the three dragon riders to the south and together they served the realm for decades. Garnell’s final memories involved relaxing in a small stone cottage with three women, each of them still beautiful even with gray hair.

He had lived a life of purpose, a life of meaning. Honor was heaped upon his name, and people sang of him for centuries. The love of three beautiful women enriched his years until he finally died of old age.

A man could ask for no more than that.

Henrik removed his hand and stared at the skeleton—at Garnell. A legend in every sense of the term.

Garnell held his sword before him in both hands, then offered it to Henrik.

Henrik glanced at his sword—the blade was completely ruined—and cast it aside. He graciously accepted the black blade from Garnell and held it reverently for a moment. Garnell took a step back to give him some room.

It was roughly the same size as Henrik’s previous sword, so suitable for one- or two-handed wielding. The balance was perfect, and the surface of the black blade was flawless, even after their fight. The surface gleamed like black gold, and powerful runes had been engraved near the base of the blade. Henrik gave it a few test swings to get a feel for it.

Garnell turned and walked back to his throne, where the scabbard leaned against a wall. He grabbed it and struck it against the side of the throne a few times, dislodging centuries of grime. Then, he brought it to Henrik.

Henrik took the scabbard from him and slid the blade inside. He bowed over the sword.

“Thank you,” Henrik said. “You honor me with this.”

Garnell surprised him by stepping forward and embracing him. It was exactly the kind of hug he would expect from a man of his nature; big and brief, with a hard clap on the back. The man’s bones were ice cold, but then again Henrik reminded himself he had been sitting beneath a frozen mountain for a thousand years or more.

When Garnell pulled away, he sent Henrik several more feelings and images. Henrik was getting better at putting words to them. He could tell that Garnell was hopeful for the future, and believed in Henrik. He also made it clear that when Henrik died, he would take Garnell’s place; to guard the sword until the next male dragon rider came around. Well, the next one that the dragons deemed worthy.

After that, Garnell turned and walked back to his throne and sat down. He didn’t sit in the stiffly upright manner he had before, though. As soon as his bones settled on the throne he slouched forward and crumpled to the ground. His spirit had finally departed, after so many years.

The moment Garnell’s spirit disappeared, Henrik felt it. Strength and clarity of mind almost seemed to flow from the sword, bolstering and fortifying him. He tried sending a message to Calduin. While he had been unable to reach his juvenile dragon before, now the message made it through. Calduin responded with the type of excitement Henrik expected of a toddler.

He turned and walked out of the cold tomb. As he passed by the sconces, they winked out, plunging the cavern behind him back into darkness.

Henrik had to shield his eyes from the bright daylight, but his eyes adjusted quickly enough. While walking to The Duke, he sent messages to the other dragons. They responded with immediate excitement and hope in a way that made Henrik feel confident about the future. Things were going to be just fine.

As he pulled himself into the saddle, he briefly wondered how Rasud and Shel were doing. He was probably wining and dining the woman at every opportunity, and they were likely having a grand time.
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It never ceased to surprise Rasud just how quickly things could turn to shit.

He moved to the side of the wide street and pulled Shel with him. Her eyes were wide and scanned in every direction. The woman was absolutely terrified. And she had every right to be.

Moments later, five ranks of soldiers marched by, all with spears and shields. Their armor gleamed and they marched as one. Most notably, the brightly colored tabards on their chests held not the king’s colors, but Duke Ardun’s.

Although perhaps that was the wrong way to look at it, since Duke Ardun was now King Ardun.

“I’m just glad we didn’t arrive a day earlier,” Shel said as she watched the soldiers march by. She pulled at the neckline of her pale blue dress, still not used to the thing.

“Yes, our leisurely pace has certainly benefited us in this instance,” Rasud said. He, too, watched the soldiers as they walked by.

While the king of Selfoss had not been a hugely loved man, toppling a monarchy was still something met with a mountain of resistance. Rasud had carefully asked the locals about the whole ordeal and had been able to piece together what happened.

Duke Ardun had put his money to good use and bought out most of the king’s guard. Those that refused to be bought were simply killed by their comrades. Those same soldiers turned on their own king and ran him through, as well as all of his family.

Soldiers still loyal to the king took to the streets and fought valiantly in their attempt to stop Ardun. The Duke’s forces were well-equipped and highly disciplined, so the fighting was brief and violent. His wizard had even taken part, using magic to slaughter a dozen men at a time. People spoke of that in tones of horror.

The remaining soldiers had simply surrendered to prevent any further bloodshed. King Ardun had given them an ultimatum: swear fealty to him or leave the city immediately. Rasud was surprised at that; he would have expected Ardun to simply kill anyone that wouldn’t follow him. That would have been a bad way to start his rule as king, though. Hearts and minds, after all.

Most of the soldiers had simply pledged fealty, although a few chose to leave. They went home, gathered their things, and immediately left the city unharmed.

It had happened so quickly that the city was still a chaotic mess. Ardun had planned this for some time, and for him to take the throne in only a day spoke broadly of his abilities. And his power and influence.

“So, what do we do now?” Shel asked.

“I’ll tell you what we do,” Rasud said. “We go on with our lives as if nothing happened. Because, my darling, the reality is that our lives will be just the same.”

“Can we please leave?” Shel asked.

“Oh, of course!” Rasud said. “Sorry, I forget sometimes that you aren’t used to cities such as this. By the way, keep your hand over your coin purse. People will rob you, otherwise.”

She gave him a startled look, but he simply grabbed her arm and pulled her along as he pushed his way through the crowd. Too many people lined the streets, making movement difficult, so Rasud slipped his other hand beneath his cloak and grabbed onto his short staff. He spoke to his ancestors, asking for their help.

In front of him, people yelped as they were suddenly pushed aside. An empty space opened up before Rasud and he pulled Shel along, hurrying out of the area.

“I see even your ancestors are used to the city life,” Shel said as she quickly moved behind him.

“Oh yes, they’re a huge help here,” Rasud said. “This way.” He pulled her down a narrow side street, where the crowd thinned out to almost nothing. Once they got to the next wide street they were able to walk normally.

Rasud offered his arm and Shel just looked down at him.

“Slip your arm through mine,” Rasud said.

Shel did, then shuffled a few steps until they were walking in sync so they wouldn’t jerk each other around. “People walk like this?”

“Oh, all the time,” Rasud said. “We can hold hands if you’d prefer, but I like this.”

Shel looked at their interlinked arms. “No, this is fine. It’s just new.”

“Your former colleagues didn’t hold hands very often, did they?”

Shel laughed loudly enough that several people turned to see what all the noise was. “Oh, even the thought of that is just silly. No, the men choose a woman and she raises their children while he works in the field or in the city. Or sometimes, joins a raiding party.”

“Such a noble occupation,” Rasud said. “Just imagine coming home to your children. ‘Daddy, how was work?’ ‘Oh, it was great, we killed several farmers and robbed them.’ And the wife just watching with pride in her eyes.”

“You paint a picture in tones of mockery,” Shel began, then sighed. “But yes, there is more truth in that than I’d like to admit. So again, what is the problem with this new king?”

“Well, the main issue is that he took the throne by force,” Rasud said.

“And that’s bad,” Shel said as if seeking confirmation.

Rasud chuckled. “Yes, my lovely lady. You see, here in the city we believe the right to rule should pass from father to heir, not by any sort of merit or decency of character. Or by popular vote. Ha! That’s a good one.”

Shel shook her head. “That is so strange. If he is more capable, then he should rule.”

“Be careful how loudly you say that,” Rasud warned. “Personally, I do not care who sits on the damn throne, as long as I have gold in my purse and you by my side. So, what did you think of our lunch?”

“Amazing,” Shel replied. “The food was so colorful, with so many flavors I’d never experienced before. And the wine was even halfway decent.”

Rasud reached over and patted her arm. “That’s just the kind of life I’m trying to give you. Say, I have some business to take care of, but I’d like for you to meet someone first.”

Shel looked a question at him. “Be glad I trust you.”

“Very glad,” Rasud replied. “Trust is a difficult thing with me, but you have mine and I have yours and that’s all that matters. Here, down this street.”

Rasud avoided the southern parts of the city at all costs—Shel was likely to get into a knife fight down there, knowing her—and instead took her north and east. They walked through wealthy neighborhoods where the houses were made from cut stone and had yards of clover and grass.

At one point, Rasud stopped in front of a smaller house, two stone stories with a peaked tile roof. It was surrounded by a stone wall, topped with iron bars. They stood in front of the gate so they could catch a view of it.

“What do you think of this one?” Rasud asked. “Can you imagine us living there? Just lovemaking and wine and books. Our children running around in the yard, attending the best schools in the city. Maybe our daughter attends the magic academy up in Gardabaer.”

Shel smiled at him. “That does actually sound nice. I suppose it’s good to have dreams.”

“Do you remember that man I spoke with last night?” Rasud asked, barely able to conceal his smile.

“Yes,” Shel said. “You signed some papers and gave him a handful of gold. Aren’t you supposed to give him more today? Is that the business you need to attend to?”

Rasud nodded. “Yes, I need to hire a man to carry my chest from my basement. Henrik’s as well. Gotta pay for this house somehow.”

Shel stared at him. “What?” she asked in a flat voice.

Rasud smiled. “Just wait until you feel the sheets. It’s like sleeping on a silk cloud.” He pulled a key out and placed it in her hand.

Shel looked down at the key, then back at the house. She opened her mouth to say something, then suddenly closed it. If Rasud knew any better, he would have said she bit back a sob, but he would never say that to her. Her eyes shone with unshed tears.

“Rasud,” she said as she hugged him so tightly he thought his ribs were going to break. “I’m so glad we found each other, Rasud.”

“Yes, I do have an eye for beauty,” Rasud said, his voice strained. Shel released him and he laughed. “We’ll sleep here tonight, but I want you to meet someone first.”

“Who?” Shel asked as she slipped her arm back through his.

“You’ll see,” Rasud said. “It’s a surprise.”

“I don’t like surprises,” Shel protested.

“Well, you certainly like them when they’re in the form of a house,” he said.

She leaned down and kissed the side of his head. “You’ve got me there. I suppose one day we’ll have to have that conversation about children, right?”

“I want three,” Rasud said. “Although of course I will not be the one birthing them, so your opinion will count more than mine.”

Shel laughed.

They left and continued walking around the city. Rasud purposely set their path in directions that might be beneficial to him; some places were good for gathering information and some weren’t.

“Well, that’s disconcerting,” Rasud said as he looked to the side.

“What?” Shel asked, following his gaze.

Rasud pointed to a large sheet of parchment pinned to the side of a building. Several others like it decorated the side, but it was only one that drew his attention. He pulled Shel closer to further examine it.

“Wanted, dead or alive. Ten times the reward for bringing back alive. Both considered highly dangerous.” He stared at the sketches of him and Henrik on the poster. They weren’t perfect, but accurate enough for him to recognize.

“That’s a big reward,” Shel said.

Rasud frowned. “I’m worth more than that,” he grumbled. “Well, this certainly changes things. If the new king thinks he can hunt us down and bring us in, he’s going to be sadly mistaken.”

“What about the egg?” Shel asked quietly.

“Yes, good point. Would his wizard even know that it hatched? And if so, would he want the baby dragon? Not that he stands any chance of getting it, of course.”

“We should probably stay away from posters like this,” Shel said, glancing around.

“Fortunately, I have this lovely new face,” Rasud said, running a finger down his cheek. “They’re looking for that other guy, the one that’s half orc. Not me. But yes, let’s get out of here.”

Ten minutes later they found themselves in front of a massive stone building. It was an ancient design, with a peaked roof that towered far above the paving stones. Stained glass windows glittered in the sunlight.

“It’s beautiful,” Shel said. “What is—is this a place for your gods?”

“One of them, yes,” Rasud said. “I’m not exactly the religious sort, but after recent events I figured I could at least say thank you.”

“To the god?”

“No, to the priestess who blessed Henrik and me,” Rasud said. “I think you’ll like her.”

As soon as Rasud set foot inside the temple, he realized he would have some explaining to do. He didn’t get much time to think about it, as Mother Dura was the first woman he saw.

She still wore the pristine white cloth over her face, covering everything except her dark eyes. She noticed them enter and immediately approached them.

“Welcome to the temple of Lunias,” she said with a slight bow of her head. “How may I help you?”

“I suppose you won’t remember me, Mother Dura,” Rasud said.

Mother Dura looked at him for a moment, then shook her head. “I am very good at remembering faces, but I cannot say that I have ever seen you before.”

“Oh, you have, but I looked different,” Rasud. He chanted a few things under his breath and gave his hand a flourish. A brightly colored flame burst into existence, then faded away after a few seconds. Fortunately, his ancestors were so used to his little demonstrations that they were like second nature.

She blinked. “I have only met one man capable of doing that before, but you are clearly not him.”

“Let us sit,” Rasud said, motioning toward the wide pews next to them. He and Shel sat down while Mother Dura stood in front of them.

Mother Dura watched them, clearly confused. Rasud tried to think of the best way to explain things, and decided to just be forthright.

“I am that same man you met weeks ago,” Rasud said. “I was here with my companion, Henrik. I used magic to change my face so I could better blend in here in the city.”

Mother Dura’s posture immediately changed. “But how—well, magic, but still. And how is your friend? Why is he not with you?” A hint of worry crept into her voice.

“Oh, he’s fine, absolutely fine,” Rasud said. “Certainly better than most people here in Selfoss these days. I’d tell you more about him, but I don’t think you’d believe me. Instead, I wanted to introduce you to Shel, my better half and the love of my life.”

Shel gave him a wry look, then stood and tried her best at a curtsy. Rasud had spent some time teaching her how to do that after she picked up several dresses in Limestone. She was still horrible at it.

“Oh, so proper,” Mother Dura said with a slight giggle. She curtseyed back, then reached out and took Shel’s hands in her own. “Oh, you are just as lovely as a sunrise, has anyone told you that?”

Shel blushed. “Rasud tells me that every day. Now I know where he got the saying.”

Mother Dura nodded. “Good. Make sure you treat her well, Rasud.” She squeezed Shel’s hands again. “I’m assuming you’re here for a blessing?”

Rasud shrugged. “Actually we just stopped by to say hello, but I suppose another blessing wouldn’t hurt. I’m half convinced the last one saved our lives.”

Mother Dura gasped. “What happened? Oh, do I even want to know?”

“Fighting, Mother Dura. Lots of fighting, something that my friend Henrik is very skilled at. We’re all alive because of him. I think your blessing gave him a bit of luck as well.”

“Good,” Mother Dura said. “Give me your hands. Both of you.”

She held their hands in hers and began a lengthy prayer where she asked Lunias for prosperity, compassion, and peace of mind. Shel smiled when Mother Dura asked Lunias to bless their children. Mother Dura asked Lunias for the kind of love that pervades even after death.

As before, Rasud felt a faint tingle across his skin when she finished the blessing. Shel’s eyes widened and she shivered.

“I do hope you’ll come again, and soon,” Mother Dura said. “And bring your friend. What was it, Henry?”

“Henrik,” Rasud said. Nice try, but she knew the man’s name. “With the direction his life is taking him, I can’t promise you’ll ever see him again. But take my word for it when I say he’s doing very well. As for us, we just bought a house on the north side.” Rasud put his arm around Shel’s waist.

“Oh, I am so happy for you two,” Mother Dura said. She pulled them both into a tight hug. “Your children are going to be so beautiful. Cherish every moment you spend with them. Nothing can ever compare to the feeling of your own child in your arms.”

Rasud pulled a golden coin out and passed it to Mother Dura. “Thank you, as always. I’d say spend this on wine and fine food, but I know you’ll put it to better use.”

Mother Dura bowed her head as she accepted the coin. “This will go to the children. Fare you well, Rasud and Shel. I hope to see you both again soon.”

After that, they left the temple. Here on the northeastern side of the city they were far enough away from downtown that there were no riots, no soldiers marching down the streets. Things were quiet.

“She was nice,” Shel said. “I just met her and I feel like I hugged my own mother.”

“Yes, she has that effect on people,” Rasud said. “Keep your knife ready, my love. We’re going to head to a rougher part of town.” He turned and looked all around them, just as a familiar habit, taking in his surroundings. “I’ve had this nagging idea for a couple days and I need to talk to someone about it.”
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“Do you have any stories?” Henrik asked The Duke.

The horse just ignored him and plodded along.

At least the path was smoother here. Much of their traveling had been along rocky ground, which was dangerous to a horse. One slip could mean a broken leg. On smooth patches like this, Henrik allowed The Duke to speed up to a trot. Anything to get the journey over with.

With the sword at his side, he had worked on his link with Calduin over the last handful of days. He tried to constantly send the beast feelings of calm acceptance, feelings of compassion and gentleness. While Henrik wasn’t the most gentle person, he understood that he needed to work hard to keep the dragon from growing chaotic and violent.

He could feel it, just beneath the surface. Every time he communicated with Calduin there was a hint of fire and chaos there. At the slightest nudge, the dragon could practically explode. Things seemed to gradually simmer down, the more he sent him feelings of love and peace.

“I wonder if it works on you,” Henrik said as he tried to connect with his horse. Was that ability limited to just dragons? Or, now that he had the sword, could he communicate with other creatures in that manner? He tried sending several things to The Duke.

Of course, none of it worked.

Henrik laughed and relaxed in his saddle a bit. Trying to connect his mind to a horse. Ah, this long trip was starting to affect his sanity. If he didn’t get back to Anslie soon, there wouldn’t be enough of his mind left for Calduin to take over.

The snows faded and the weather slowly warmed as Henrik continued riding south. His skill with a bow brought him another small deer on his way back. Having a belly full of meat went a long way toward making him feel better, although in the back of his mind he could hear Rasud complaining about not eating enough plants. That man thought carrots were life-changing.

He hoped they were well. He imagined Rasud and Shel were having a great time in the city, and he looked forward to all the stories Rasud would have.

He also couldn’t wait to see Anslie. Having her warm body next to his was at the peak of his desires, especially with the cold air in the mountains.

The final day of his journey arrived. As usual, Henrik woke with the sunrise and cleaned up his small camp. After tending to The Duke, they set out, heading further south and around the mountain.

By lunchtime he had rounded the mountain and started up the draw that led to Anslie and Tossyth’s cave. Calduin’s presence was strong; he could feel the dragon’s excitement building off his own. He was like a loyal dog excited for his owner.

When they reached the flat landing in front of the cave, Henrik turned The Duke to the right, so they could pass through the narrow opening that led to Anslie’s valley.

Inside the cave he could see Tossyth, curled up and asleep. Calduin’s tail was draped across hers, implying that he was also taking a nap. Henrik smiled and decided he would wake them when he was done with Anslie.

As soon as he entered the valley he felt peace. A moment later, Anslie hurried out from her cottage, her face all smiles.

“It’s about time!” she said, reaching out and touching his leg.

Henrik swung down from the saddle and hugged her tightly. Ah, it felt so good to be back with her. She made him forget his troubled past, his temper, and the possibility of a disastrous future.

“I missed you,” Henrik said, kissing her forehead. He released her, then led The Duke over to the cottage.

“That’s putting it mildly,” Anslie said. “Here, let me help.”

Together they unsaddled The Duke and quickly brushed him down. Henrik patted the horse and thanked him, then The Duke walked off to enjoy some fresh clover.

“So, there it is,” Anslie said, looking at the sword that hung from Henrik’s waist.

He drew the sword and watched how the sunlight gleamed off the black blade. It refracted the light, glittering like a diamond. That was the first time Henrik had seen the blade outside, in the sun. With a smile, he offered it to Anslie, but she shook her head.

“No, I can’t touch it. The black blades of the dragon riders are special weapons, Henrik. Only you can wield that sword. If I even tried, my arm would ache for hours.”

Henrik blinked. “Your entire arm would hurt if you held this?” He pulled the sword back and slid it into its scabbard.

Anslie nodded, then reached out and took his hand. “If a man other than you tried to wield it, it would give him such a shock that he’d probably fall on his ass.” She pulled him toward the front door of the cottage.

“Can I touch your sword?” he asked.

Anslie shook her head. “Ours aren’t nearly as bad as yours, but you would still feel some discomfort. You could probably wield it in an emergency, but there’s no need when you have your own. Nothing can compare to your sword.”

“Is that so?” Henrik asked, glancing down at the hilt. It was age-darkened leather wrapped in wire, something that would give a sure grip in nearly any situation. The pommel was just a ball of steel to balance it, although golden runes had been inlaid into the metal. “What is it?”

“Our swords are made from steel and enchanted with powerful magic. Yours is different. The blade is made from a single black diamond, and strengthened with dragon magic so that it cannot be broken. You have the only weapon in the land that can harm a snow dragon,” Anslie said. “Remember that. But for now, take your damn clothes off.”

Henrik smiled as he undid his sword belt. He tossed them on a nearby chair, then unfastened his cloak.

“Thanks for the cloak, by the way. It came in handy with the cold weather.”

“Good,” Anslie said as she pushed her pants down over her round hips.

Henrik stopped to watch her for a moment. She wore only a shirt that covered her to the tops of her thighs, and it was unlaced enough to show the inner slopes of her breasts.

“Henrik, if you don’t take those clothes off right now, I’m going to get a knife and cut them off,” Anslie said, putting her hands on her hips.

Henrik laughed and pulled his shirt off over his head. Anslie helped him with his pants, and a moment later they were both naked and practically running across the room.

“I want you to do so many things to me,” Anslie said the moment she reached the bed. “But right now, I just want you inside me.” She placed one foot on the bed and arched her back, sticking her beautiful ass out.

Henrik moved behind her, then spat on his fingertips. He wiped the saliva on the head of his cock, then bent his knees and lined it up with her. She was ridiculously wet, and he sank into warm paradise.

Anslie pushed her ass against him, taking all of his length. They stayed that way for a moment and she briefly shuddered.

“I’ve never wanted anyone so badly in my life,” she said, pushing back against him again.

Henrik placed his hands on her narrow waist and began thrusting in and out of her. There were a number of things he wanted to try with her in the future, but in the heat of the moment all he could think about was ramming himself into her. He gripped her tightly and hammered his cock into her, hard enough to send waves through her ass cheeks.

“Oh, please!” Anslie said, her arms reaching out to hold onto something.

Henrik paused. “Are you alright?” Well, he was going kind of hard. He just hoped he hadn’t hurt her.

“Henrik, if you don’t fuck me I’m going to stab you,” Anslie said.

Henrik laughed and went back to thrusting. He moved around slightly, from behind her over to her left side. It was her left leg that was on the bed, so entering her from that angle allowed him to penetrate more deeply.

“Ah!” Anslie said. She sounded like her head was going to explode. “Kiss me,” she said, and pulled away from him.

She leaped onto the bed and immediately rolled onto her back, then pulled both legs back as far as she could. Henrik climbed right on top of her and pushed himself inside, then resumed thrusting. Anslie tossed her hair and moaned loudly the entire time.

Henrik bent over her slender body and kissed her deeply. Her tongue immediately flicked out, pressing against his, and her hands tangled in his hair, holding his face against hers. She moaned against his lips as he rammed himself into her, harder and faster.

After two weeks of no action, Henrik’s staying power was at a minimum. He found himself racing toward the finish line. The fact that he was slamming his hips against her so hard and fast only made it worse.

“Yes, yes!” Anslie said when she recognized his body tensing up.

Henrik shouted to the walls as he came, thrusting into Anslie so hard he moved her entire body several inches across the bed. Her legs wrapped around his waist, holding him tightly against her. She reached out for him, and when he collapsed on top of her she practically covered the side of his face with kisses.

“Oh, I needed that,” Anslie said between breaths. “Next time we’ll go nice and slow, but after not seeing you for two weeks, I needed that.” She took his face in her hands and stared him in the eyes. “I missed you. I love you, Henrik.”

Henrik smiled. “I think I’m starting to understand what that means,” he said. “Here, let’s roll over.”

Henrik moved off her and flopped onto his back. Anslie threw one shapely leg over his and laid her head on his shoulder.

“I missed you so much,” Anslie said. “I’m not looking forward to you leaving again, but you have to go find Isobel. To withstand Calduin, you’ll have to bond with all three of us.”

“Just got back and you’re already talking about me leaving,” Henrik said with a laugh.

“Oh, not like that,” Anslie said. “I just want to help you how I can, and I know that’s something that must be done. You can stay here for a few more days though.” She wrapped her arm around his broad chest and held him tightly.

Henrik leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Okay, but next time I travel I want to bring a book or something. The Duke isn’t very good at conversation.”

Anslie looked up at him. “What duke are you referring to? You were supposed to go alone!”

Henrik laughed again. “Sorry, I forgot to mention. I named my horse ‘The Duke.’ It seemed fitting, since he used to belong to Duke Ardun.”

Anslie put her head back on his shoulder. “I have a few books, although none of them are particularly exciting. They’re old, to, so they might not survive the journey to Isobel.”

“Well, I’ll have to find something to help pass the time,” Henrik said. “I wonder how the ol’ duke is these days. Probably still throwing his money around, trying to manipulate people.”

“Sounds like he’s not worth any more of your time,” Anslie said.

Henrik smiled down at her. “You’re right. It’s not like I’ll ever see him again.”
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The next two days were probably the happiest days of Henrik’s entire life.

He woke each morning feeling completely refreshed, usually with Anslie’s head on his burly shoulder. He was not used to sleeping next to someone on a regular basis, but he found he enjoyed it.

Anslie made him breakfast, usually something from her garden. She was decently skilled in her kitchen, which was nice.

After that, Henrik would go to the cave to see his dragon. While being intimate with Anslie filled his life with joy, it was the dragon that had to be a priority.

Calduin was always excited to see him. In the two weeks Henrik was gone, the dragon had grown a substantial amount; he was now the size of a large dog, with a long tail. Henrik found two skins on the side of the cave. Anslie explained that he would shed his skin quite often, as he grew so rapidly. She saved the skins, saying they were important.

Calduin always flooded Henrik’s mind when the two met. He was still like a toddler, excitement bubbling over every time Henrik came near. Through all that, Henrik sensed a strong thread of trust, which gave him hope for the future, and that massive presence of mind that always lurked in the shadows.

Henrik always wore his sword when he spent time with Calduin. Keeping his hand on the hilt bolstered his mind and made it much easier to handle the dragon’s thoughts. It even made it easier to talk with Tossyth, which was an added bonus. She was glad to see Henrik treat her baby with so much kindness.

That was something new to Henrik as well; kindness and compassion. He had grown up in a hard world where only the strongest survived. His strength and skill with a blade were the main reasons he had done so well in life. There was no room for kindness in a life like that. Compassion would have gotten him killed.

So he learned with the dragon. Not knowing what else to do, he treated the beast the way he would a dog, with lots of head pats and back rubs. Calduin loved both, and flooded Henrik’s mind with affection each time.

He took the dragon for walks, both to spend time with him and to encourage him to fly. Calduin’s wings were still too weak to hold him up, but he flapped as hard as he could and bounced around, trying his hardest.

On occasion, Henrik had to deal with the darker side of the dragon. Just like toddlers had to be taught that punching someone in the face wasn’t nice, Calduin had to be taught that biting and hurting people was wrong. Thoughts would float between them, Calduin’s desire to fly around and burn everything with his flaming breath. Henrik had to rebuke him sharply and insist that their mission was to protect people, not harm them.

A few times, Henrik bent down and picked the baby dragon up. Calduin initially balked and scrambled away, but finally let him. Henrik carried him like a baby, belly-up in his arms. When Anslie saw them, she burst out laughing.

And then, there was the strength of Calduin’s mind. Sometimes when they communicated, Henrik could feel it, like a massive hand reaching out to completely smother him. With his grip on the sword his mind overpowered Calduin’s, but the baby dragon kept trying. Henrik was able to tell that it wasn’t malicious; it was just how the dragon was. It was natural for him to try to overpower people’s minds.

“When will he start breathing fire?” he asked Anslie on the second day as they cuddled naked on the bed.

“Soon,” she said, gently tracing her fingers along the hair on Henrik’s chest. “I spoke with Tossyth about this the other day. Snow dragons grow very quickly, because they often have to fight other snow dragons. In another two weeks he’ll be the size of a small pony. Shortly after that, he’ll be flying.”

“Wow,” Henrik said.

“Yes, Tossyth goes hunting for the both of them daily. Calduin eats nearly as much as she does. I imagine two months from now you’ll be able to ride him. Well, you’re quite heavy, so maybe not. But soon.”

Henrik blinked at that. The thought of riding a dragon still amazed him. He’d have to make a saddle, but at least he had Anslie to help him. And, he supposed, soon he would have Isobel as well.

“When will I get my powers from him?” Henrik asked.

Anslie took a deep breath. “When Calduin begins breathing fire, you should gain a similar power. You’ll be able to summon fire in your hands. You’ll have to be very strict with him and teach him not to burn everything down.”

“You sound frightened.”

“Because I am,” Anslie said. “A snow dragon, breathing fire in my home? Yes, I am scared and unashamed of my fear.”

Henrik looked over at his black-bladed sword, leaning against the corner. The only weapon in the world capable of harming a snow dragon. He just hoped he would never have to use it. He was beginning to grow fond of Calduin.

“Don’t worry, honey,” he said, wrapping his arms around Anslie. “Everything is going to be okay.”

“It does help when you say that,” she said. She stretched up and kissed him softly.

Since she was lying on his arm, Henrik used that to pull her on top of him. Anslie giggled and straddled Henrik. She worked her hips back and forth as they kissed, covering his cock with her juices as she became more aroused.

With a smile, she reached between her thighs and took hold of Henrik’s member, then sank down on it. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“I will never tire of how you feel inside me,” she said, sounding as happy as could be.

Henrik remained on his back for a bit, letting Anslie do the work. She brought her hips up until only the tip remained inside her, then sat back down on his lap, taking all of him. She then gyrated, moving her hips in a circle with him fully buried inside her. The sensation was mind-blowing.

After that, Henrik bent his knees. She leaned forward, placing her hands on his chest for support. Henrik grabbed onto her hips and the two quickly fell into rhythm together, her bouncing up and down while he thrust up into her. Her breasts shook with each impact, and the look of bliss on her face deepened.

“Suck on my nipples,” she said, straightening her back and leaning forward.

She took one of her large breasts in her hand and Henrik readily met it with his lips. Both of his hands came up and grabbed onto her breasts, squeezing them while he licked, sucked, and nibbled on her pale pink nipples.

Anslie closed her eyes and let out breathy moans as they made love. After a moment, one of her hands moved between her legs and she began rubbing her clitoris side to side. Henrik focused on her breasts, moving his mouth from one to the other. He gently nibbled on one nipple, bringing it hard and erect, then gave it a sharp bite.

“Oh gods, yes!” Anslie said. Her finger moved even faster on her love button, and she rode him hard and fast. “Yes, Henrik. Oh—Oh Henrik!”

She suddenly took a deep breath and practically melted in his hands. Her entire body shook as Henrik pushed himself deep inside her. Anslie put her other hand behind Henrik’s head, holding his face tightly to her breast while she climaxed.

While some women could go multiple times, Anslie was not one of them. After a hard orgasm like that, she collapsed against his chest, breathing hard. Henrik’s hands went to her hips and he continued his relentless pounding of her pussy. Only seconds later his fingers dug into her skin as he blasted his seed deep inside her.

They remained in bed for a while after that, just a sweaty mess in tangled sheets. Anslie loved to feel him inside her, and sighed when she finally got up.

They went to the waterfall to wash themselves off. The water was cold enough to make Henrik shiver, but it quickly sharpened his mind. He felt incredibly focused after a dip in the cold water, whereas a hot bath would have relaxed him.

“I feel the same way,” Anslie said, smiling at him as they walked back to her cottage.

Henrik just looked at her, confused.

“We can communicate with each other the same way as with the dragons,” she said. “Although it’s not quite as powerful.” She smiled up at him and Henrik felt waves of love radiate into his mind.

He reached out and put an arm around her shoulders. “You know, I’ve always said that I could never settle down with someone. Not this young. I’d grow stir-crazy after a few days and leave, seeking adventure.”

“So, how are you taking it, then?” she asked.

Henrik kissed the side of her head. “I don’t think there’s any place I’d rather be.”

He took his bow and went hunting later. Plenty of small deer called the mountains home, and he was able to get one of them. He almost bled and gutted the animal right there, but then thought better of it. Instead, he tossed the small deer over his shoulder and walked back to Anslie’s cottage.

Calduin smelled the blood before he even arrived.

The baby dragon raced to the front of the flat area in front of the cave, looking down the hill toward Henrik. He practically leaped with anticipation.

“Well, someone’s excited,” Henrik said as Calduin leaped up, his jaws snapping at the deer carcass. “Uh uh. No, don’t you dare bite me. I’m going to eat some myself, then you can have the rest.”

Waves of irritation practically radiated off of Calduin as he sulked back to the cave.

Henrik took the carcass to Anslie’s cottage, where he carefully butchered the animal. He saved the best cuts for them, then took the rest back to the dragon cave. Calduin was waiting for him, his tail practically vibrating.

“Alright, boy,” Henrik said as he approached the dragon with the carcass held in both hands. “Here you go.” He tossed it onto the ground.

Calduin leaped onto the remains of the deer carcass, tearing at skin and biting chunks off. He didn’t even bother chewing, he just tore a piece off and shook his head until it slid down his throat.

Tossyth approached and watched the two of them. Henrik felt strong approval from her, since he was feeding her baby.

He heard a crunch and looked down. Calduin had bitten through several ribs. He did chew those a few times, but then they went down his throat in the same manner. The only thing he didn’t eat were the hooves.

“Well, feeding you is certainly going to be interesting,” Henrik said. When the dragon was done, he reached down and patted him on the head. Calduin let out that faint purring noise again, although now that he was larger it was deeper in pitch. It sounded similar to a raspy growl.

“Just don’t eat people, okay?” Henrik said.
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“Have you grown old and fat yet?” Anslie asked as she walked up to Henrik.

Henrik laughed. “Well, if I turn out anything like Garnell, I’ll be just fine. In fact he was quite slender last I saw him.”

“Ha! Good one,” Anslie said, slipping her arm around his waist.

Henrik moved his arm around her shoulders and squeezed her. Together they stood at the edge of the small pond, right where water leaked over and became a narrow stream that crossed the area and eventually disappeared somewhere down the mountain. They watched the waterfall for a moment.

“It’s just so beautiful out here,” Henrik said. “I never dreamed life could be like this.”

Anslie wrapped her other arm around Henrik’s waist and hugged him tightly.

“I’m going to have to fight him, aren’t I?” Henrik asked after a long pause.

“Who?” Anslie looked up at him.

“Emyss. When he senses Calduin, he’s going to come looking for him, and I’m going to have to fight him. That’s one of the reasons I have the sword.”

Anslie hugged him again, just as tightly as before, but it felt different. Her arms were tense. She rested her head against his shoulder as if she were afraid to touch on the subject.

“Yes,” she finally said. “When Calduin gets older and his mind becomes stronger, Emyss will sense his presence. He’ll fly down here and come looking for him. Once he finds Calduin, he’ll become enraged, and do anything he can to kill him. Once he kills Calduin, he’ll try to conquer your mind. Trust me when I say you’re not ready to face him.”

“I believe you,” Henrik said. “How can I do it?”

Anslie shrugged. “I wish I had answers for you. Even Tossyth and the others struggle with snow dragons, and Emyss is a particularly large and grumpy one. Our only saving grace is that he is old and prefers to just sleep beneath piles of snow for decades, centuries at a time. I believe in you, Henrik. But I don’t know how you’re going to do it.”

“I’ll find a way,” Henrik said as he stared at the waterfall. “I always manage to find a way.”

“Come on,” Anslie said, pulling him away from the pond. “Let’s go think of happier things.”

Henrik turned and walked with her across the grassy field. As they approached the apple trees next to the garden, Anslie suddenly stopped.

“Hold on. Tossyth is out hunting, and she sees something. People.”

That stopped Henrik in his tracks. Were the orcs coming back for revenge? Had Duke Ardun sent someone to find them?

“Oh, I think it’s Rasud and Shel,” Anslie exclaimed. “Yes, it is! It’s about time they returned.”

“I’m sure they’ll be glad to relax after a week in the saddle,” Henrik said.

Together, they continued across the valley until they reached the narrow pass in the mountain wall. Calduin was waiting for them at the mouth of the cave; he could feel when Henrik was close to him. The small dragon ran forwards and rubbed against Henrik like a cat, albeit an overly large and mildly aggressive one. He laughed, then reached down and patted Calduin on the head.

“He seems to really like you,” Anslie said, watching the young dragon jump around and play. “I think that bodes well for the future. Tossyth is pleased as well. She says he has a strong mischievous streak, but is otherwise doing great. As long as you can keep your temper, I don’t think we’ll have any problems with him.”

“It’s hard to be angry with you around,” Henrik said, smiling at the beautiful blonde woman.

Together, they walked to the edge of the landing in front of the cave. They stood there for a while, right where the ground dropped and began its gentle slope down the mountain. Calduin continued to leap up and down and rub against Henrik, until he finally reached down and picked the dragon up.

“Oh man, you’re already getting too big for this,” Henrik said, jerking his head back to avoid a flailing wing as the dragon squirmed and wiggled in his arms.

Anslie laughed at the sight of them. “That’s something I never thought I’d see.”

“Okay, buddy. Time to get down,” Henrik said. He bent down and gently set the dragon on the ground. Calduin rubbed against his hip, sending thoughts of affection and trust.

After a while, Henrik saw Rasud and Shel riding up the gentle slope. Calduin saw them as well and sent a question to Henrik. He seemed to be asking if they were friends…or food.

“They’re friends,” Henrik said. “Be nice to them. Remember, we don’t eat people.”

Calduin made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a scoff.

“Welcome back,” Anslie said when Rasud and Shel finally reached the flat landing.

Calduin, in all his excitement, wanted to smell the horses, which of course scared the shit out of them. Henrik had to pick him up and carry him close to the cave just so Rasud and Shel could pass by.

“Thanks, it’s good to see you both,” Shel said. She seemed a lot more comfortable in her human skin now, and to Henrik’s surprise she was wearing a dress. Even to his untrained eye he could tell Rasud had spent a good bit of coin on her clothes. If nothing else, the plunging neckline was evidence the witchman was behind her new attire.

“So, what news do you bring of home?” Henrik asked, then turned back to his dragon. “Hey, calm down a bit, okay? I’ll come see you in a bit. I need to go talk to my friends right now. Your mother will be back soon. She’s getting food for you.”

At the mention of food, Calduin practically trembled with excitement. Henrik pointed toward the cave and the dragon turned and walked into the mouth. He turned and sat on his haunches, his tail wrapped around his legs as he watched the humans.

“Lots of problems back in Selfoss,” Rasud said. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“Well, let’s get you off those horses first,” Anslie said.

They followed Rasud and Shel through the narrow entrance to the valley, then helped them untack their horses. Shel hugged Anslie, then after a moment gave Henrik a brief and awkward hug. She never seemed to feel entirely comfortable around Henrik.

As soon as Rasud was on his feet, he went toward Anslie’s cottage. “I could use some of that cider,” he said.

“Of course,” Anslie replied.

Together, the four of them went into the small cottage and sat, Henrik on the bed, Shel and Anslie at the table. Rasud remained standing, and drained half of his mug of cider in a single pull.

“So, what’s going on?” Henrik asked. “Does Ardun want our heads or something?”

Rasud shook his head. “I wish that were all. He’s offering ten gold for either of our corpses.”

“Not bad,” Henrik said. “I do feel I’m worth a bit more, though.”

“Or, a hundred gold each for bringing us back alive,” Rasud finished. “Oh, and it’s not Duke Ardun any longer. Now, he’s King Ardun.”

Henrik nodded. “Doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

“His soldiers took over very quickly,” Shel explained while Rasud downed more cider. “There was some rioting in the streets, but the new king sent his soldiers out in force to keep the peace. At least, that’s what they call it when they hack the rioters to pieces.”

Henrik frowned. He had a strong feeling their story was about to take a turn for the worse. “So, he took the throne, surprising no one. He sent out some soldiers to quell the riots. What else?”

Rasud held up a finger. “Day one, he took the throne. He bought out half the king’s guard and moved quickly, so there were minimal casualties, although the king and his family were among them.” He held up a second finger. “Day two there were some riots, but his soldiers quickly stamped those out. Soldiers loyal to the previous king could either swear fealty to Ardun, or just leave the city. It seemed that he was going to keep things peaceful.”

“Oh, no,” Anslie said. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

Rasud held up a third finger. “On day three his soldiers took to the streets again, but this time they went to the south, the harbor district. Henrik, they killed hundreds of people down there, maybe thousands. Part of Ardun’s efforts to clean up the city, according to what others told me. Many of our old friends and colleagues are dead. Slaughtered in the streets.”

“I can’t understand a king killing his own people like that,” Anslie said. Shel just looked at her. She had probably seen it her entire life with the orc chiefs.

“I greased the right palms and learned that he’s building up an expeditionary force to come out here,” Rasud continued. “He is dead set on getting that dragon egg. Of course, it’s clear he doesn’t know it hatched, although I’m not sure if that would stop him. His wizard, Kelthorn, is pushing for that. Ardun wants to be all-powerful, it appears, and dragon magic is the best way to do it.”

Anslie’s face hardened. “If he comes up here, Tossyth and I will make short work of his army.”

“You can’t face five hundred soldiers, Anslie,” Rasud said. “Especially if they have archers. One of those arrows will eventually hit you, and then it’s all over. Also, rumor has it his wizard might be coming with the army.”

“His magic can’t harm my Tossyth,” Anslie said.

“Maybe, but he can harm a lot of other things,” Rasud said. “He’s an academy-trained wizard, so he’s going to be incredibly skilled with magic and power-hungry enough to use it to reach his ends.”

“How long do we have until they get here?” Henrik asked.

“Oh, a while. That’s the good news.” Rasud set his mug down on the nearby table. “He’s recruiting men and training them right now. He knows it’s a difficult task, so he’s taking his time preparing. It’s hard to say how long it will take them, but I’d bet some coin that it’ll be two months or so. Maybe longer.”

“That long?” Anslie asked.

“Moving that many soldiers through the lands you call the orc wastes is difficult,” Shel explained. “They need food, tents, and most importantly, water. Their horses will need the same.”

Rasud nodded. “He knows he has the numbers to come out here and find both us and the dragon. He’s in no rush.”

“Do you have any good news at all?” Henrik asked.

“He bought a house,” Shel said.

Henrik hadn’t been expecting that.

“Yeah, one of the smaller places on the north side,” Rasud said. “Of course, I bought it before Ardun began killing people.” He sighed. “And now I wouldn’t feel safe in my own home. I know I look different, but I’d have to take on an entirely new identity.” He shrugged. “Or, I guess I could just kill Ardun.”

“Well, this changes things,” Henrik said. He looked over at Anslie. “I need to go find Isobel soon, don’t I?”

She nodded. “You’re going to have to fight an army, as well as an ancient snow dragon. You need all the help you can get.”
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When the next sunrise came, Henrik began his preparations. Dried meat, hardtack, a few loaves of crusty bread, and of course a small sack of beans on Rasud’s insistence. He even snuck some carrots in there, and a few apples.

Along with that, Henrik had to pack plenty of water, although if things grew dire he could simply head north and melt snow. Spare clothes, blankets, Tobias’s small cookpot, and his bow and arrow rounded out the majority of his things.

“I’m really going to miss you,” Anslie said, holding Henrik tightly later that morning.

“You as well,” Henrik said, kissing the top of her head.

“I can’t believe after all that, I have to go two or three weeks without sex,” Anslie said after a moment.

Henrik laughed. “We’ll make up for it when I get back. I promise.”

“I hope you’re ready to please three women,” she said. “You’re going to have to do that, you know. And the more you bond with us, the stronger you’ll become. Plus, you’ll be able to better communicate with us.”

Henrik nodded. “Sounds like I have my work cut out for me,” he said with a smile. He finally released her, then walked to the corner of her small cottage, where his sword leaned in the corner. The sword always filled him with a mix of emotions, but he kept a tight rein on them.

“Wear that as often as possible,” Anslie said. “I mean, not in bed with me, but wear it the rest of the day. It’ll help you with Calduin.”

Henrik grabbed the sword and began fastening the belt around his waist. “Think I’ll need it for Isobel?” He shot Anslie a grin, but she wasn’t smiling.

“Maybe,” she said. “Isobel is a fiery thing. Be on your toes around her.”

“You make it sound like she might stab me,” Henrik said.

Anslie didn’t respond.

Henrik laughed. “Well, good thing I’m armed, then.”

He bundled his cloak—Anslie’s cloak, really—under his arm and left the cottage, with Anslie following close behind.

“Ah, that time has come, I see,” Rasud said when they drew closer to the garden. The witchman was sitting beneath an apple tree, which had become his favorite place. Shel sat between his knees, smiling softly as Rasud rubbed her shoulders.

“You two are adorable,” Anslie said.

“Why thank you,” Rasud replied. “I’ve been working on my hair lately. I’m glad to see my efforts haven’t gone unnoticed.”

Henrik laughed. “Ah, I’m going to miss your bad jokes, Rasud. Oh, that reminds me. I need a book. Anything to help with the boredom of sitting in a saddle all day.”

“I might have something you’d enjoy. Go check my saddlebags. Uh, the right one,” Rasud said. “I brought a few small books with me, things I found in Selfoss. They might interest you. Just one, though; I need something to read as well.”

Henrik turned and went back toward the cottage while Anslie patted his horse on the neck. Much of their belongings were stored in a small room at the front of Anslie’s small home. Henrik found Rasud’s saddlebags, then began rummaging through them.

The sacks filled with gold coins immediately caught his attention, but he would have no use for that where he was going. For one of the first times in his life, he looked past the gold to more important things.

Three small books were gently packed in the right saddlebag. Henrik grabbed one at random and checked the cover.

Myths and Fables of Etrea.

He checked the other two books but after scanning a few pages determined that they were dry and boring, so he kept this one in his hand. After buckling the saddlebag, he left Anslie’s cottage.

Once back outside, he went straight to his horse. The small book was gently packed away, where it wouldn’t be damaged by other things. Then, he held Anslie tightly.

“I love you, Henrik,” she said quietly against his shoulder.

“I love you too,” he replied. It warmed his heart to say that. He believed that he was finally beginning to truly understand what love really was and how it felt.

“That’s good,” Anslie said. “I guess I’m doing something right.”

It took Henrik a moment to remember she could sense his thoughts at times. That would certainly take a while to get used to. He tried to send feelings of love and warmth to Anslie, and she responded by tightening her hug.

Henrik kissed her on the forehead, then finally pulled away. He wanted to make the trip as quickly as possible, so he needed to get moving.

“Try not to burn the place down while I’m gone,” Henrik said to Rasud.

The witchman looked over at Anslie’s cottage. “It’s mostly stone, so we should be safe. As long as Shel doesn’t try any cooking.”

“Hey,” she said, turning around.

Rasud just laughed. Shel gave Henrik a warm smile, then turned back so Rasud could continue rubbing her shoulders. Well, at least she seemed to be softening a bit, after being around Rasud.

“No use putting it off any longer,” Henrik said. He grabbed onto the pommel of his saddle and pulled himself up. Once settled, he turned his horse toward the exit. “I’ll see you all in a few weeks.”

“Calduin is going to miss you,” Anslie said.

“I know. I’ll make sure to talk to him on my way out.”

Henrik slowly crossed the valley and went through the narrow passage in the mountain. Once in front of the dragon cave, he sent calm feelings toward Calduin, who immediately came forward. Fortunately, the calmness seemed to hold. Calduin had a bad habit of spooking horses when he grew excited.

“I have to go away for a few weeks,” he told the small dragon. Sadness and irritation came from Calduin in rolling waves. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, but I have to do this. I promise I’m coming back, okay?”

The small dragon dipped his head. Henrik felt a surge of affection come from him, although a bit of sadness lingered. He was a sensitive little thing.

“Ah, okay,” Henrik said, sliding down from his saddle. He took a step toward Calduin and dropped to a knee. “Just watch the claws.”

The dragon excitedly ran toward him and nearly tackled him. His long neck rested on Henrik’s shoulder, with his head rubbing against the back of Henrik’s. Henrik laughed and rubbed the small dragon, at least as much as he could with the spiky scales that projected along his spine. Like the rest of him, those grew larger every day.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay?” Henrik pulled away and the two met eyes. “Well, I’ll be damned,” Henrik said.

Calduin had been born with almost solid black eyes, just faintly reminiscent of Henrik’s dark brown ones. Now, Henrik looked into dark brown eyes surrounded by white, almost a reflection of his own. The nearly-human eyes in the dragon’s head was rather unsettling to witness.

“Seems our bond is growing,” he said, patting the dragon on the shoulder. And that was a good thing; he felt he was well on the way to keeping Calduin as a peaceful animal.

Desires radiated from Calduin. He wanted to go hunting with Henrik, and he wanted to fly. He flapped his wings a few times, nearly lifting himself from the ground.

“Soon,” Henrik said. “And not long after that, you’ll have to start carrying my heavy ass.”

He avoided telling the dragon that he would be fighting Emyss in the future. He just tried to remember that Anslie had said snow dragons grew very quickly when they were young, as a matter of survival.

Henrik climbed back into his saddle and looked down at the dragon. Considering what his future held, he almost told the little dragon he loved him. With a laugh, he simply sent feelings of affection through their bond. That felt better than telling a dragon he loved him.

Calduin was a sponge for affection. He nearly danced in place out of sheer happiness. His tail waved from side to side.

After a moment, Henrik sent a message of gratitude to Tossyth. She was curled up in her cave with her head resting on her tail, her large blue eyes focused on Henrik. She replied with feelings of approval.

While his focus was usually on Calduin, he always tried to remember the mother. And not only because she could eat him in a single bite. He needed all the dragons on his side.

“Alright, boy, let’s go,” Henrik said to his horse. The Duke tossed his head and they set off.

They slowly made their way down the sloping path, walking carefully to avoid stones. Henrik felt all too familiar with this path, now. He just hoped Isobel lived somewhere as beautiful as Anslie. And eventually, he’d have to win over Meriel as well.

“Three women. Well, at least I won’t have to worry about being cold at night, right boy? What would you do with three mares?” Henrik asked his horse.

The Duke turned his head slightly so he could see Henrik, then snorted.

“Yeah, I have a feeling I know what you’d do,” Henrik said, patting the horse’s neck. “I should do plenty of the same thing. Anslie says the more we’re together, the stronger our bond is. That’ll help me hold onto my mind.”

The Duke didn’t say anything to that. Of course he didn’t. He was an animal.

“Why do I keep talking to a horse?” Henrik asked.
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The beginnings of his journey were similar to his last one, at least in that he began by descending the mountain and then traveling further east. Instead of turning north, however, he continued east, skirting the top of the orc wastes.

He briefly wondered if he would have to deal with any orcs on this journey. Considering how far north he was, that seemed very unlikely. Other than the raiding parties, most of the orcs were in Silverkeep, which according to Henrik’s understanding was at the southern coast of the orc wastes and far to the east.

The orc wastes were just a massive patch of land directly to the east of the nation of Etrea. The king probably considered it under his rule; Henrik had seen maps several times that placed the eastern border of Etrea far, far to the east, at the mountain range that marked the end of the orc wastes.

Of course, the orcs certainly didn’t agree. They knew they weren’t part of any nation except their own. It was a small miracle more fighting didn’t happen because of that. But so far, it had only been mostly limited to a relatively small number of raids on border farms. Henrik had a sneaking suspicion things would change in the future.

According to Shel, this new orc chief Torgan imagined himself as a king, and even had dreams of taking over Selfoss and enslaving all the humans within. Well, a large army of rabid orcs would cut through a human army twice their size unless they all wore good armor. Even then, the humans would probably lose.

Of course, Ardun had the money to outfit and train a proper army and supply them with the best weapons and siege engines. Henrik briefly wondered who would win that battle, but then shoved the thought out of his mind. It wasn’t worth his time. Not now.

Calduin concerned him less with every passing day. He was a rambunctious toddler, a bit on the aggressive side, but he was a good dragon. Henrik sometimes felt a bit odd treating him like a dog, but it seemed to be working. The little guy was going to be just fine.

Henrik also felt more in control of himself. He had managed to keep his temper while in Garnell’s tomb, even though the man’s spirit had been prodding at his mind, trying to provoke his anger. After that, he was certain he could hold onto himself in any situation. He had to, for Calduin’s sake. For the entire realm’s sake.

Toward the end of the first evening he steered The Duke through the foothills, searching for something other than the hard savannah of the orc wastes. He found a small cluster of trees and made camp beneath them. His heavy belt knife made short work of some branches, and soon he had enough for a small fire.

After that he decided to try some hunting in the area. These lands were wild to the extent that some animals didn’t know to be scared of humans. Patience was the key to a successful hunt. It took him the better part of an hour, but he skewered a rabbit and brought it back to his camp.

While his rabbit stew simmered, Henrik decided to try Rasud’s book. He thumbed through the pages, noting that it was filled with tales and legends from his home country.

One of those stories involved dragon riders.

It spoke of a great army from the lands east of the orc wastes. They rose up in great numbers, seeking to conquer the nation of Etrea and add its citizens to their ranks of slave soldiers.

Garnell wasn’t mentioned by name, but Henrik knew it was him. The story described a massive dragon with scales of pewter and coal, his wings so large he blotted out the sun and cast shade across the enemy forces. Putting their trust in their numbers, they continued marching toward Selfoss with intent to conquer and destroy.

The great dragon, along with its rider, stopped the army in its tracks. White-hot flames from the dragon’s mouth incinerated the army, leaving only ash on the ground. The rider threw equally devastating fire from his hands, and where it fell, it left only corpses.

The army fought viciously, launching so many arrows it darkened the sky, but the three southern dragons showed up. No army could stand against all four dragons working together. They decimated the foreign attackers, allowing only a small percentage of them to flee home to warn the rest.

Henrik whistled. “So, I’ll be throwing fire, looks like,” he said, then glanced at his hand. “Wonder how that’ll work. Do you have any ideas?” he asked The Duke. The horse just snorted.

On the second day, he learned that reading in the saddle made him dizzy. Unfortunately, that meant he had to simply deal with the boredom of riding all day. In the past, Henrik would have done it without complaint. But, now that he had tasted paradise, he knew that life was more than brooding and fighting, as Rasud would have said.

He hated to admit it, but he was grateful for the extra food Rasud had stuffed into his saddlebag. It helped break up the monotony of eating the same thing every night. And for that matter, every morning and afternoon.

The one positive was that the nights were warm, exactly as Henrik preferred. He didn’t need his blanket for warmth and instead folded it beneath his bedroll for a bit of extra padding. Anslie insisted that cooler weather at night actually helped her sleep better. Henrik didn’t get it.

He briefly wondered what Isobel was going to be like. Anslie had described her as a redhead, and Henrik assumed she was just as beautiful as the others. A bit more feisty, apparently. Well, he liked feisty women, so that was just fine.

The days dragged on and Henrik began to wish he had ignored Rasud’s words and grabbed two books instead of one. Reading the old fables definitely helped pass the time, and he looked forward to the stories each evening. Briefly, he wondered if anyone would write a story about him, one day. Henrik, the dragon rider.

He just hoped he would be the hero, and not the villain.

Henrik had only been this far east once before, a few years earlier when a wealthy merchant hired him and a few others to escort him across the wastes. Any merchants brave enough to make that trek supposedly came back with their purses filled with gold. Most didn’t make it, though.

Even on Henrik’s trip, they had been attacked twice by orc raiding parties. Out of the eight men the merchant had hired, only two still lived at the end of their journey.

On the fourth day, the scenery began to change a bit. He rode on the northern edge of the wastes, right where the foothills began. The short, brown grass and occasional stunted tree eventually gave way to scattered copses of small trees. He tried to take advantage of the shade they offered. He was sure The Duke appreciated it.

Where there were more trees, there were more animals, so he stopped that night while there was still enough light left to hunt. True, many animals would come out once the sun dipped below the horizon, but that made the shots too difficult.

Luck wasn’t with him though, so Rasud’s beans made up the majority of his stew. At least The Duke ate his fill of the local foliage.

Day five brought further fortune, as Henrik noticed the telltale signs of water. He steered The Duke toward the north, through the foothills, and eventually found a tiny mountain stream. This far down the mountain it was narrow enough for him to step over, but it was enough for him to fill his water skins. The Duke drank his fill as well, and seemed grateful for it.

Small things like that were enough to help break up the monotony of travel, which ground on his nerves daily. Henrik was a man of action, so sitting astride a horse for twelve hours a day was more trying than most fights he’d been in.

Every day he made sure to continue building his bond with Calduin. He sent feelings of trust, affection, and safety, while Calduin was mostly excited about hunting and playing.

The scenery around him didn’t change; the scattered trees on his left along with gently rolling hills, and the orc wastes sprawling out to his right.

Some time during the evening, images flashed through his mind. Scenes of another cave, and where its position was in the mountain.

It was Cazeth, Isobel’s dragon. She was communicating with Henrik, guiding him now that he was close. While he was growing more accustomed to the dragons, it still made his head ache when their thoughts and emotions trampled through.

“Almost there, buddy,” he said, patting The Duke on the base of his neck. The horse didn’t seem to mind too much; he had eaten well the past few days, so he was content.

He clicked his tongue and The Duke sped up to a trot. That didn’t last long, as Henrik felt he was going to be bounced out of the saddle, so he let the horse speed up to a canter. At that pace, they covered miles of rolling ground in the foothills. Henrik had done a few mental calculations involving his travel time and decided he wanted to make it there as quickly as possible.

A tall mountain loomed before them, one that Henrik had seen in his mind. Cazeth had shown him that very same one earlier.

“Another couple hours at the most, okay?” he said to The Duke.

The foothills gently took them higher, and The Duke handled them with ease. Eventually, the ground leveled out and Henrik immediately knew they were there.

Spreading out in front of him was flat land, covered with a variety of trees, though none of them overly large. Tall cliffs rose on each side, and a towering mountain made up the rear wall. Without being able to see it, Henrik knew there would be a cave at the base of that mountain.

“Welcome to your home for the next, uhh, I don’t know. Week?” Henrik patted his horse again and they slowly made their way across the lush green land. He tried to take a mental image of the place and send it to Calduin. The little dragon was excited for him.

Flowers in every color of the rainbow were sprinkled across the land, and Henrik got the wise idea to pick a handful. Women tended to like flowers, and he needed to win over Isobel.

And so, with one hand resting on the hilt of his ancient sword and the other hand holding a double dozen flowers, Henrik made his way closer to the second dragon cave.
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He saw the cave in the distance.

It was impossible to miss, really; the sun illuminated the side of the mountain in a rather majestic manner, making the twenty-foot-tall hold in the side plainly visible. Something stirred within the shadows of the cave, so he placed his sword hand on his horse’s neck to help keep him calm.

“Alright, boy. You’re used to Tossyth by now, so Cazeth is going to be the same thing. Well, I assume so. But she’s not going to hurt you. Just keep your calm.”

The horse tossed his mane, as he often did when Henrik spoke to him. Sometimes he wondered just how much the horse could understand.

Moving shadows within the cave eventually became familiar shapes. A massive head emerged, covered in dark brown scales that shimmered in the evening sun. Her eyes were emerald green and glittered like gemstones. The Duke balked, but Henrik spoke calming words and convinced the horse to move a bit closer.

At a certain point, though, the horse would simply not budge. Henrik couldn’t blame him. As Cazeth slowly emerged from the cave, he was awestruck with just how massive the beast was. She was even larger than Tossyth, and that one could eat Henrik in a single bite.

“You just stay here for a moment,” Henrik said, guiding The Duke back a few steps, then looping his reins around a low branch. “Eat some grass and try to relax, okay?” He removed his saddlebags from the horse and tossed them over his shoulder.

Henrik wasn’t sure how to introduce himself to a dragon. He simply walked with his head high and his back straight, right for Cazeth. The massive dragon sat back on her haunches and watched him like a bird of prey. Her thoughts finally came.

A strong sense of caution came from Cazeth, perhaps even a bit of fear. She knew what Henrik might become. But through all that there was excitement, for she knew that he could also fight with them, making their dragon family complete. She sent a question involving Calduin.

Henrik smiled. She was curious how the little guy was doing. Henrik tried to send a scene of a puppy bouncing around, jumping on everything and playing, then changed the puppy into a baby dragon.

Well, that didn’t go over too well.

Waves of irritation and incredulousness hit Henrik, and he realized that she probably hadn’t taken too kindly to being compared to a dog. Henrik quickly sent an apology and tried to patch things up.

“Children are always filled with energy and excitement,” he told her, and her irritation lessened. He sent images of him hunting for Calduin, and that was met with strong approval.

“It seems you’re learning quickly how to communicate with them,” said a woman’s voice from behind him.

Henrik spun reflexively, his hand going to his sword before he caught himself. He had been so focused on talking with Cazeth that he hadn’t noticed Isobel sneaking up behind him.

Just as Anslie had said, Isobel had fiery red hair that fell in waves halfway down her back. It framed a face with soft, gentle features, with the exception of her eyes. They were green, just like the dragon’s, and every bit as hard and unsettling to look into. While she looked much different than Anslie, she was every bit as beautiful.

She wasn’t quite as tall as Anslie, but she was surprisingly muscular. Her shirt had no sleeves, showing off the light tan on her skin. She wore pants, just as Anslie had, and Henrik could tell she had thick thighs.

“So, you’re him,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

Henrik took a deep breath. “I am Henrik, of Selfoss. I have bonded with the young snow dragon Calduin, and managed to tame his mind. I also have Garnell’s sword, as you can see.”

“And you have flowers,” she said.

“Yes, I picked these for you,” he said. He took a step forward and offered her the bouquet.

“My plants and trees are very important to me,” she said. “Much of my time is spent tending to them, keeping them healthy and strong. And you just undid some of that in your attempt to try to impress me.” Her frown spoke volumes.

Well, he hadn’t been expecting that. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. Anslie’s description of Isobel made her sound…difficult. He opened his mouth again and probably would have made the entire situation worse, but he felt amusement from Cazeth behind him. Right behind him.

“I’m just making sure you have enough work to do,” Henrik said, offering her the flowers. “Please, take them. They’re heavy.”

Her frown slipped, and she laughed softly. “Thank you,” she said, taking the flowers. She examined them closely and her smile deepened. “Two of each color.”

Henrik shrugged. “I didn’t know if you had a favorite color, so I figured that was the safest bet.”

“Good thinking,” she said. “Come on.” She turned and walked to the side.

Henrik followed her. Of course the first place his eyes went was her ass. He almost swore when he saw the thing. Even through her plain work pants, it was just perfectly round. He sped up a few paces and walked next to her so he didn’t wind up tripping.

“I feel like I’m supposed to test you,” she said. “Like I should draw my sword and challenge you to a duel, right here and now. I’ll try to kill you the entire time, and if you draw even a drop of my blood, Cazeth will eat you.”

Henrik eased his sword in its sheath. “If that is what you wish, I accept.”

She gave him a dry look. “What does that really accomplish though, Henrik? So, you can fight with a sword. Does that make you a kind man? Will you show me respect? Are you even capable of love? I can’t learn those with a sword.”

“Fair point,” he said. “So, how will you test me instead?”

Cazeth suddenly stepped next to him, her face swooping around, directly in his way. He stopped and stood there calmly while she breathed on him, hard enough to nearly blow his clothes off.

“Go on, get my scent,” he said patiently.

Cazeth opened her mouth, exposing teeth as long as Henrik’s arm. It was rather fascinating to see, really; all of the teeth curved back slightly to keep any prey from escaping. Her rearmost teeth were slightly more blunt; probably for crushing things.

“Anslie was right,” Isobel said. “No fear. She even frightens me sometimes, and I’ve lived with her for nine years.”

Henrik reached out, holding his hand in front of Cazeth’s face for a moment. She closed her mouth and breathed on him once. Her breath was hot, and smelled like old meat. Henrik took a step forward and rubbed her on the nose. Cazeth was filled with amusement at that.

“She also told me what you did to Tossyth when you first met,” Isobel said, walking again.

Cazeth snorted at that, though Henrik couldn’t tell if it was a laugh or if she was angry.

“It’s okay, mother,” Isobel said to the dragon. Cazeth nudged Henrik with her massive snout, then moved out of the way, letting him pass. He watched over his shoulder for a moment as she went back to her cave.

“You punched Tossyth,” Isobel said, sounding somewhere between shocked and amused. “You broke your hand, so you drew your dagger with your left, ready to fight her. You are indeed a strange man, Henrik.” She looked down at the bouquet in her hand. “Thank you again for the flowers.”

Henrik shrugged. “Anslie snuck up behind me. That’s not something I’m used to people being able to do. And then she slapped me. Twice.”

Isobel laughed. “That sounds like her. Love or fight, with very little between.”

“I grabbed her and Tossyth was suddenly right there.”

Isobel stopped in her tracks. “You hit Anslie? She didn’t tell me that.” The look on her face was stark disapproval.

Henrik shook his head. “No, nor would I. I picked her up by her armor and pushed her against the side of the mountain so she would stop. I would not hit a woman.”

“The famous dragon temper,” Isobel said with a wry twist to her lips. “I do hope you’re able to control yourself better, now. You know if you lose your temper, that pushes Calduin over the edge. He will become angry with you, and you do not want an angry dragon anywhere near. Especially a snow dragon. Has his fire come in yet?”

“Not yet. Anslie said soon. She told me that snow dragons grow very quickly, as they often have to fight when another snow dragon senses their presence.”

She frowned. “Yes, you will both have to deal with Emyss one day, and I do not envy you for that. That’s another good reason to keep your temper. If Calduin becomes enraged, it will be like a signal fire for Emyss.”

She had led him to the side of the cliff, where a smaller cave had been dug into the face of the rock. Actually, it wasn’t a cave; it was a house.

The entire thing was recessed two feet so rain wouldn’t blow in the front door. Two small windows had been carved on either side of the front door, helping to keep the place from getting too dark.

Isobel pushed the front door open and walked in. Henrik followed her. A small oil lamp burned at the far end of the room, providing gentle illumination. Two wooden chairs flanked a matching table, and the opposite end of the room had a small kitchen, complete with a hearth. Henrik noticed a small chimney to keep the smoke out of the house; it simply went up into the mountain. He didn’t know where it exited.

“This is cozy,” he said.

“Dragons are surprisingly good at building houses,” Isobel said as she walked over to the kitchen area. She selected a small clay jug and set the flowers in it.

“Mind if I set my things down?” Henrik asked.

“Over there,” she said, pointing to the side of the room without looking.

Henrik walked to the corner of the room and set his saddlebags down, then unbelted his sword and leaned it against the wall. Glancing over at Isobel, he saw her watching him. He hoped he wouldn’t need the sword.

“So, what’s the first test? Henrik asked as he walked closer to her.

She turned to him and smiled. “You’re going to make me dinner. You have one hour.”
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Henrik just stared at her. “Dinner?”

She nodded. “Yes, and it had better be good. I’m quite hungry. I want to see what kind of meal you’ll come up with.”

“What can I use?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Whatever you can get and cook in an hour.”

Well, that meant hunting was out. He went over to his saddlebags to see what he had left. Enough hardtack for another two weeks, but that certainly wasn’t the kind of food to impress a woman. Three carrots, some of Rasud’s beans, a bit of dried meat.

It would have to work. Henrik grabbed it all and took it to her counter, then fetched his small cookpot. He filled it halfway with his water skin, then chopped up the carrots and dried meat—that didn’t cut well, it was more like grinding—and added the beans.

That would have been good enough for him, but this was a test. He rummaged through her food storage, trying to find something he recognized. His life basically revolved around fresh meat and dark beer, but fortunately his best friend was a fan of culinary arts. Henrik found some herbs and salt and tossed them in the cookpot, then went back and looked some more. Potatoes! He knew potatoes. One of those was also chopped up and added to the stew. He then set it over a small fire on her hearth.

Isobel watched him the entire time. She seemed to have a rather pleasant demeanor, at least, so far. Not like Anslie, who had practically taken his head off within thirty seconds of meeting him.

Henrik turned to look at her. She was sitting in one of the chairs with her legs crossed, one of her feet gently bobbing up and down. That small, knowing smile on her face was a clue. A big clue.

Henrik casually turned back to the counter and tried to think. He was missing something. He grabbed a small towel to clean his knife blade and it dawned on him.

“Where do you put your scraps?” he asked.

“Outside and to the left, you’ll see a compost pile,” she said, her smile growing larger.

Henrik gathered up the ends of the carrots and the potato eyes and hurried outside. About thirty feet from her door was a pile of dead leaves and various bits of other plants. He tossed his handful onto the heap.

Once back inside, he grabbed the small towel and wiped the counter clean. That was something he probably wouldn’t have bothered with in his own home—he cleaned it when it was dirty, simple as that.

That done, he finally went over and sat in the chair opposite Isobel. She continued watching him with that same insufferable calm.

“Well?” Henrik asked. “How am I doing so far?”

She finally smiled. “Relax, Henrik. I’m just asking you to make me dinner. I get tired of cooking, sometimes.”

“Is this part of the test?”

She rolled her eyes. “It can be, if you want. Look, I was just teasing you. If I really wanted to test you, you’d know it. Honestly, I’d rather just get to know you.”

Henrik relaxed a bit. “Well, okay. What do you want to know?”

Isobel shrugged. “Look, I’ve had a dragon for company for a while now. I might not be the best at this. Start from the beginning.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

Henrik took a deep breath. “Well, okay. I’m twenty-five years old. I think I was born down in the harbor district of Selfoss. I have no memories of my father, but I do remember being stolen from my mother at a young age and sold into slavery.”

Isobel gasped, her face horrified.

“They beat me every time I tried to escape, but I never let up. Eventually, I was able to sneak out, and ran all the way to the city. There, I found an orphanage and they took me in. And that’s where I spent the rest of my childhood.”

Isobel covered her mouth with her hands. She hadn’t expected a story like Henrik’s. “That’s horrible!”

Henrik shrugged. “It’s life. There, I met Rasud, a half-orc witchman. He and I grew up together and have been best friends since childhood. After the orphanage, we started working as thieves, stealing from all the rich bastards on the north side of town. And it was that skill with thievery that got me hired to steal the dragon egg.”

“Wait. You mean—”

Henrik nodded. “Yep, the very same one. I never really wanted to steal it, but it was either that or face the chopping block. I obviously changed my mind.”

Isobel stared at him for a moment. “I need a drink,” she said, pushing herself up. She walked across the room to the kitchen area and fetched a clay jar from a hollow in the stone wall. She turned and glanced at him over her shoulder.

“Want one?” she asked.

“I’ll never say no to a good drink,” Henrik replied.

She filled two small mugs with golden liquid, then replaced the large cork in the top of the clay jar and put it back in its place. With two mugs in hand, she walked back toward Henrik, handing him one before sitting down.

Henrik smelled it. “What is it? It smells great.”

Isobel shrugged. “It’s like wine, but made mostly from barley. I don’t have a lot of grapes here, so I work with what I can.”

Henrik took a sip. Rich, strong flavors washed over his tongue and gently warmed his throat on the way down. It was similar to beer, but much stronger.

“Oh, this is nice,” he said, trying to think of something else to say. He was never shy around women, but he wasn’t just trying to bed her. He needed to win her heart and mind as well as her body. That was new to him.

What would Rasud say? Probably something witty and flirtatious. Henrik didn’t have the witchman’s gift with words, though, so he had to think.

He reached across the small table, extending his hand to her. She glanced at his hand and Henrik just smiled.

She raised an eyebrow, but finally slipped her hand in his. Henrik gave it a gentle squeeze.

“What else do you want to know?”

“You were a thief?” she asked. He could hear the unspoken question in her tone.

“I was,” he replied. “Rasud and I stole quite a large sum of gold, silver, jewels, even paintings and rugs.”

“So, that’s how you made your living? By stealing from others?”

Henrik gave her an apologetic smile. “We stole from the wealthiest people in the city. We never touched women or children, or anyone without enough money to spare. In fact, we donate a good sum to several places around the city.”

“Such as?”

“Rasud practically supports half of the orphanages himself,” Henrik said. “I’m a bit more stingy, but in reality I’m just focused on my future.” He chuckled. “Although who knows what my future will be now.”

“How do you feel so far?” She eyed him curiously.

“Good,” Henrik said after a brief pause. “Calduin is strong-willed, but he is not able to take over my mind, though he has tried. Having the sword helps a good deal. I’ve also been able to keep my temper, although I’ve really only been tested once. But that was a serious test, and I passed.”

Isobel nodded. “That’s good. From what Cazeth has told me, now that you’re bonded things hang in a delicate balance. If you lose your temper even once, you risk everything turning to ruin.”

Henrik took a deep breath. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I have Anslie to keep me calm and happy, and now you.”

“But I’m not yours yet,” she said.

Henrik paused for a few seconds. “How about now?”

To his delight, she laughed. It was a genuine laugh that lit up her entire face and ended with a bright smile directed at him.

“Oh, it is nice to have someone to talk to,” she said. “The three of us talk, but it’s not the same.”

“What about you?” Henrik asked. “What’s your story?”

“Well, I grew up west of here, in a small town in Arendal. About two days’ ride east of Svalbard. My father was a successful farmer, so I had a rather comfortable childhood. I had four brothers. I was the only girl.”

“How old were you when Cazeth called you?” Henrik asked.

“Thirteen,” Isobel replied. “I had just turned thirteen, actually. I told my parents about Cazeth contacting me, and what it all meant.”

“How did that go over?” Henrik asked.

Isobel gave him a wry look. “They took me to the city to see one of the priests. Thought some evil forces were trying to invade my mind. The priest didn’t know much better. When they finally took me home, I just pretended to be okay. At the first chance I got, I took an old workhorse and left.”

Henrik shook his head. “That’s a long ride. Especially for a thirteen-year-old girl.”

Isobel laughed. “I brought a spear with me, thinking it would make me look fierce. Fortunately, Cazeth strengthened me, but I barely had enough money for food and water. It wasn’t an easy journey.”

“I can imagine,” Henrik said. “What was that, a full month in the saddle?”

Isobel nodded. “The horse lived out the rest of his life right here, out among the trees and plants. I’ll show you his grave sometime; I planted a tree right on top of it. Cazeth wanted to eat him but I convinced her otherwise.”

“She’s bigger than Tossyth,” Henrik said.

“That’s because she’s her mother,” Isobel said. “Annasta’s, too. She’s the oldest dragon alive today.”

Henrik whistled. “How old are they? Dragons, that is.”

Isobel shrugged. “No one knows. Older than humans, that’s for certain. Even Cazeth doesn’t know much about their origin. They were once favored by the gods, but that time has long since passed. Now, they’re all but forgotten.” She let out a sad sigh. “They just live their quiet lives in the mountains, ignoring the world until they’re needed.”

“I suppose they’re grateful for the company, then,” Henrik said.

“Definitely. Mother is very grateful for me, and I for her. I’d probably be married to some farmer and on my third child, had I stayed back home.”

“Well, now you get me,” Henrik said with a wink.

Isobel laughed. “We’ll see. For now, I’m just hungry.”

Henrik quickly crossed the room to check on his stew. It certainly smelled good. He used a towel to grab the lid and open it, then stabbed a piece of carrot with his knife. The blank sank right in. He did the same with one of the beans and found it soft as well.

“Alright, it’s ready,” Henrik said. He almost wiped his knife blade on his pants but remembered Isobel. Instead, he wiped it on the towel, then used the towel to grab the cookpot and carry it to the counter.

He looked around for bowls. Isobel pointed at a cabinet, and Henrik opened it and selected two wooden bowls. Each one got a nice serving of stew.

He brought the bowls, each with a spoon, over to the small table where Isobel sat. She patiently watched him, still with that faint smile on her face, her bright green eyes thoroughly measuring and examining him.

“Well, dig in,” Henrik said. He grabbed a spoonful himself and blew on it a few times, then tried it. It was actually quite tasty. He reminded himself to thank Rasud.

“Not bad,” Isobel said. “I’m glad there’s some variety in your stew. For a moment I was afraid you were one of those guys that eat nothing but meat and drink nothing but beer, thinking that’s a real man’s diet.”

Henrik cleared his throat. “No, of course not.” He made another mental note to ask Rasud about some recipes.

After dinner, they finished their mugs of barleywine and relaxed for a moment. Isobel got up and went outside to speak with Cazeth, while Henrik relaxed.

Sitting in a saddle for a week was never fun, so he bent over and touched his toes, twisted side to side, and other stretches. He bent over to touch his toes again, and Isobel walked back in.

“I’m not that kind of girl, Henrik,” she said.

Henrik hurriedly straightened with a laugh, then turned to face her. “I was stretching my legs. I’ve been in the saddle for nearly a week, remember.”

She raised an eyebrow at him but set nothing.

“So, what now?” Henrik grabbed his mug. “Barleywine and continue learning about each other?”

She smiled. “I can deal with that.”

She poured them another mug each, and they went back to the table. They talked until the sun went down, and it was finally time for sleep.

Henrik looked over at the bed. It wasn’t particularly large, but they would both fit as long as they got very familiar with each other.

“Don’t worry, I won’t make you sleep outside with the horse,” Isobel said, standing up and walking across the room. “Take off your clothes, though. I can already tell those are scratchy. Plus, you’ve probably been wearing them for a week straight.” She began unlacing her shirt.

Henrik blinked. Well, he didn’t need any extra motivation. He pulled at the laces on his shirt and pants, trying to undress as quickly as possible without looking like he was hurrying.

“And don’t get any ideas,” Isobel said as she grabbed her shirt and pulled it off over her head. “I keep a dagger beneath my pillow.” She undressed like she wasn’t even remotely concerned about being nude in front of Henrik.

He tried not to stare. Her body was soft curves over hard muscle. Perky breasts topped her athletic frame, complete with a flat stomach and strong thighs. And of course, the most perfectly round ass Henrik had ever seen. He felt his mouth go dry at the sight of it.

Henrik had to tear his eyes away from her magnificent ass so he could focus on undressing. His pants came off, and he took a deep breath to try to quell his erection. As long as he didn’t look at her, he should be okay, but it was halfway there already.

“Well, looks like someone’s excited,” Isobel said with a chuckle.

“A natural response to seeing such a beautiful woman,” Henrik replied with a shrug.

Isobel raised a finger. “Just make sure you don’t try to stick that thing in me. I have a dagger, remember?” She winked at him, then went to the bed.

When she got to the bed, she bent over much further than necessary and pulled the blankets back. After that, she crawled onto the bed, arching her back. Finally, she turned and flopped onto her back.

“Well, put that thing away and come lie down,” she said, patting the bed next to her.

Henrik took another deep breath and got in bed. He was a large man, and there wasn’t a lot of spare room.

“You’re so damn big,” Isobel said, lifting his arm and putting it behind her head. “That’s better.” She wiggled around so her head was resting on his burly shoulder. “At least you make a good pillow.”

“Should I rub your back or anything?” Henrik asked. “Or your feet?”

“No, but can you hand me that ribbon on the table next to the bed?”

Henrik turned to look at the table. In the dark room, he didn’t see anything.

“Oh, it’s okay. I’ll get it,” Isobel said.

She pushed herself up and leaned right over Henrik, putting her perky, round breasts right in his face. One of her soft, pink nipples actually rested on his lips for a moment.

Henrik wasn’t a godly man, but at that point he was about ready to pray to any and every god that would listen. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take.

“I just needed my ribbon,” Isobel said, drawing her arm back. “Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to put those there.”

She began gathering her hair behind her head, but muttered not so quietly about Henrik being so big again.

“If you’re going to take up the whole bed, then I’ll just sit on you,” she said as she threw a leg over him and straddled his stomach. She sat down and Henrik could feel the heat of her pussy against his skin. Isobel looked down and feigned surprise. “Did I sit on your stomach? I’m sorry, Henrik.” She held his eyes and slowly wiggled her hips side to side, sliding down his body an inch at a time.

Henrik was harder than a diamond at that moment. Isobel clearly knew that, but kept pushing herself backwards. Henrik felt the tip of his cock slide between those voluptuous ass cheeks of hers and press against her back door.

“That’s much more comfortable,” Isobel said, acting as if nothing were out of the ordinary.

She straightened up, flexing her butt cheeks while doing so. The strength of her ass muscles felt like she was putting Henrik’s cock in a chokehold. He felt sweat break out on his forehead.

“Your hip bone is digging into my leg,” Isobel muttered, looking down. She took a deep breath and let it out, then pushed herself back a bit more.

Henrik felt her muscles relax and the tip of his cock nearly entered her. He wanted to just grab onto her hips, but he refused to react. This had to be another test of hers.

She finally finished tying her hair up and sat there for a moment, her hands on her hips, the tip of Henrik’s cock nearly inside her ass. He could feel the wetness of her pussy on his lower abdomen.

“That’s much better,” she said, reaching up to tuck away a stray hair. “Do you need anything before we go to sleep?”

“I’m okay,” Henrik said, surprised at how calm his voice was.

She slowly leaned forward, placing her hands on either side of his head. “Goodnight, Henrik” she said, and stretched up to kiss him.

It was just a peck, but Henrik felt triumph in his heart. He was on his way to winning her over.

“Move your arm,” she said, and arranged herself so her head was on his shoulder.

Henrik leaned over and kissed the top of her head, then tried to get some sleep.
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Isobel was an early riser, just like Henrik. He was used to sharing a bed with Anslie, so when he and Isobel woke at the same time, he hugged her against his chest tightly and kissed her forehead.

“Well, good morning to you, too,” she said, pushing herself off him.

Henrik blinked, finally waking enough to remember where he was. He looked down at Isobel’s mess of red hair—she was a bit of an active sleeper, and her ribbon had come loose sometime in the middle of the night.

“I suppose we should start our day,” Isobel said. She stifled a yawn on the back of her hand, then groggily crawled over him.

Henrik was once again mesmerized by the sight of her body. She looked like an athlete, a goddess, someone from a dream. He didn’t think it was even possible for a woman to be that beautiful.

She sat on the edge of the bed, her bottom pressed against him. “Hand me my brush, please,” she said, pointing to the small table that was well within her reach.

Henrik reached over and grabbed the brush, then handed it to her.

She began methodically brushing out the tangles in her fiery red hair, starting from the ends. Once she was done, she stretched her arms over her head, then reached out and handed Henrik the brush instead of putting it on the table.

Henrik bit back a laugh and put the brush away, then watched her as she stood and walked across the room. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, trying not to stare at her too much. Fetching his pants, he pulled them on, then walked over to the kitchen area.

“Is this another test?” he asked with a smile.

“I’m not testing you, Henrik, I already told you that,” she said as she prepared breakfast. She turned and bent over, grabbing some oats.

“Well, you’re naked,” he said.

Her green eyes flashed a look of caution. “I don’t feel like getting dressed yet.”

“It’s a little chilly in here,” Henrik pointed out.

“No it’s not.”

“Your skin is pebbled.”

Isobel looked down, noting the goosebumps on her arm. She frowned, clearly trying to think of another way to torture him. “Are you saying you don’t want to see me naked?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. She turned slightly, facing him, and placed a hand on her hip.

Henrik looked down at her perky breasts, each a perfect handful, then let his eyes move down her flat stomach, past her hips, to the fine red hair between her thighs. He took his time, enjoying every second.

“I actually rather like you being naked,” Henrik said, taking a few steps around her so he could openly stare at her backside. “I like it quite a bit. But, I don’t want you to be cold.”

“Fine,” she said, but he saw her lips turn into a smile as she walked away.

What a strange woman. She said she wasn’t testing him, but it seemed every hour she was pressing him in some way, seeing what kind of man he was, what he was made of. He wondered how far she would push things.

She pulled on a long sleeve shirt that covered her to the middle of her thighs. Henrik stepped up to her and kissed the side of her head while slipping his arm around her waist.

“Someone’s affectionate this morning,” she said.

“Is that a bad thing?” he asked.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment, then put her knife down. When she turned to him, her emerald eyes were full of sincerity.

“I’m sorry, Henrik. The only people I’ve spoken to in nearly a decade are Anslie and Meriel. The dragons are good company, but it does get lonely out here, and I suppose in some ways I’ve forgotten how to deal with people.”

“It’s okay,” Henrik said, wrapping his thick arms around her. She stiffened for a moment, then returned the hug, gently at first, then tightly. “I’m here now, and I’ll make sure I talk constantly and keep you entertained.”

“Oh, stop,” she said, laughing against his chest.

Henrik brought his hand up to the back of her head, pressing her against his chest. Something about her just felt right. Perhaps it had something to do with their magical bond, although it could have just been because she was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen.

“This is nice,” she said, adjusting slightly and making herself more comfortable. “I like it here, in your arms. I feel safe.”

Henrik didn’t know how to reply to that without saying something corny, so he simply bent down and kissed the top of her head. Best to keep things simple.

They stayed that way for several minutes, neither one of them saying anything, just enjoying the moment. Henrik loved how she felt; the combination of hard muscle and soft curves was mesmerizing.

At one point she looked up at him for a moment. He thought she was going to kiss him, but she just leaned her head against his chest again. That was fine. Henrik could have stayed there all day.

Eventually, she pulled back. She looked up at him again and smiled, a beautiful smile. Then, they both prepared breakfast.

“So, what’s our plan for the day?” Henrik asked while they ate.

“Well, I need to tend to several things around here,” she replied, popping a fresh berry into her mouth. “Most of my time is spent caring for the garden and the orchard. Cazeth helps as well.”

“She helps tend the garden?” Henrik asked. He got a sudden mental image of a dragon struggling with a shovel and nearly laughed out loud.

“Of course,” Isobel said, as if it was obvious. “Her magic brings life. In fact, we call this little area the ‘bowl of life,’ on account of its shape and how green it is compared to its surroundings.”

“That makes sense,” Henrik said. “So, she controls plants?”

“Among other things, yes,” Isobel replied, eating another berry. “She can make trees sprout from dry ground. She can make the grass grow several feet in a matter of seconds. She can also do the opposite, and basically melt everything.”

Henrik blinked. “So, a giver and taker of life?”

Isobel laughed. “I guess you could say that. She can summon acid out of the air and cover her enemies with it. It’s rather…disturbing, to be honest. I prefer to see the lifegiver.”

“I’ll bet,” Henrik said. Acid? He wondered if she used magic to create the acid or simply vomited stomach acid on things. Either one was equally frightening.

Henrik took a moment to send a message to Calduin. His dragon was always excited to hear from him, and replied like a loving toddler that hadn’t seen his father in a week. Affection rolled through their bond, and Henrik could tell Calduin missed him.

I miss you too. I’ll be home as soon as I can, he sent through their bond.

He also tried to send something to Anslie. It wasn’t as easy, but he sent as much love and affection through their bond as possible. He felt a warm feeling in return, like Anslie smiling on his very soul.

Henrik watched as Isobel cleaned up. She had finally donned on a pair of pants, and he suspected she had chosen that particular pair on account of their tightness. They showed off every curve of her magnificent backside. Henrik took a deep breath. It was going to be a long day.

After that, he followed Isobel outside, into the bowl of life. They each carried baskets and picked fruits and vegetables that were ripe, trimmed off any dead branches, and put any dead plants or rotting fruits they found into the compost pile.

Working outside brought back memories of Henrik’s childhood, of being a slave on the farm. They weren’t pleasant memories at all, but he pushed through them and focused on working.

She didn’t give him a word of warning.

Well, technically she did, but it was literally just a single word.

“Catch,” Isobel said.

Henrik’s head snapped around just in time to see her throw a sword, hilt-first. For all his size, he was a quick man, so his hand closed around the hilt and he spun it around, ready in the blink of an eye.

Isobel had a sword as well, but hers had a black blade. Henrik knew that meant he had a limited time before her sword cut through his.

She tossed her red waves over her shoulder. “If you think you can be my partner, you had better be good with that thing,” she said, pointing at his sword with her own. “So, I’m going to do my best to take your head off. And if you draw a single drop of my blood in return, Cazeth will eat you.”

At the mention of her name, the great dragon stepped out of her cave, her bright green eyes bearing down on Henrik. She exhaled sharply, sending a gust of hot wind at Henrik.

“Well, what am I supposed to even do?” Henrik asked. “Wait on you to get tired?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Isobel said, giving him a lopsided smile while she casually spun her blade in lazy circles. “But if you think I’m going to submit to a man too weak to figure that out…. Well, then I’ll just make short work of you.”

“You and your tests,” Henrik muttered as he took his sword in a two-handed grip.

“I told you, I’m not testing you,” Isobel said with a look of mock innocence. “I’m merely going to try to kill you, and you’re not allowed to harm me in any way. It’s really quite simple.”

Henrik frowned. Her tests were fun at first, silly even, but this one already grated on his nerves. In the time it took for him to process that thought, she closed the distance between them and swung her sword.

Her final test had begun.
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Their blades met with a loud clang. They stayed there for a moment, blades pressed against each other’s. Henrik glanced and saw that her sword had taken a chip out of the edge of his. She saw it as well, and wore a knowing smile on her beautiful face. She pushed harder against him and Henrik held his place, but was impressed by her strength. She was stronger than most men. Most large men, for that matter.

“So, what kind of test is this?” Henrik asked, stepping back. “Trying to push me to my limits? Seeing how good I am with a sword?”

“Do you think I’m just going to submit to you because you’re a man?” Isobel asked, swinging her sword around in an attack aimed directly for his neck. With every word she seemed to grow angrier, as if some deeply rooted emotions were finally spilling out.

Henrik ducked backward, narrowly missing her blade. “What are you even talking about?”

Isobel pressed forward, lashing out with lightning-quick attacks. Henrik was a highly skilled swordsman, but she had him pressed almost to his limit. The strength that she put behind each swing shocked him.

“I didn’t even get a choice in this,” she said, her voice angry. “I just have to love you or everything dies. What about my life? What about my feelings?”

Henrik deflected another swipe that would have shaved the top of his head off. She was not holding back at all. If he slowed for a second, he would be dead.

The edge of his sword quickly took a beating. Each time he parried one of Isobel’s attacks, her black blade sliced steel off of Henrik’s sword like it was a piece of hard cheese. His time was seriously limited.

Henrik decided to use that to his advantage. Instead of parrying her next attack, he swung his sword against it, letting her blade bite deeply into his. Using that, he twisted his sword, pulling hers from her hands.

Isobel’s eyes widened in shock, but Henrik didn’t get her enough time to react. He dropped the linked swords and rushed toward her, using his size and strength to quickly overpower her. He crushed her to his chest with one burly arm, pinning both of her arms against her sides with his grip. With his other hand he drew his dagger.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she said, her emerald eyes wide with anger. She flexed her arms, nearly pulling them from his grasp, and opened her mouth to call for her dragon. “Caz—”

Henrik cut her off by quickly bending down and kissing her. In one swift move, he ran his dagger up the back of her shirt, slicing it from bottom hem to collar. After that he released her and hurried back a step. Their swords were right next to him, so he sheathed his dagger, then picked up both of the swords. With a twist he pulled them apart, then tossed the black blade to Isobel.

“How dare you!” Isobel said, her eyes wide with rage. She moved in quickly making a strange motion with her off-hand in the process.

Henrik brought his damaged sword up, ready to defend himself. The second he tried to move, he realized his feet were stuck. He risked a downward glance and saw the grass had grown over his boots, holding him in place.

“I submit to no man,” Isobel said, thrusting her sword at Henrik’s midsection.

He parried hard, pushing her blade aside. With a grunt of effort, he tore his feet free.

Isobel moved fast, nearly hitting Henrik. She was angry, and it took all his focus to keep his head firmly attached to his neck. He decided to try a different angle with her.

“I didn’t choose this either, you know,” he said through gritted teeth. “Trust me, I would have chosen someone with a more pleasant personality.”

“There is nothing wrong with my personality!” she shouted as she dropped into a lunge that nearly disemboweled him.

Henrik turned the attack aside, then had to quickly move when she brought her sword up, nearly taking off his manhood.

“What do you want from me, woman?” Henrik asked.

“I just want a choice!” she said, her voice breaking. “I want to choose who I love, not have it forced upon me!” Her eyes shone with unshed tears.

She performed a series of attacks that left Henrik with a bloody line across his ribs and nearly took his eye. Henrik’s sword was in bad shape, and he knew he had to end this soon.

He performed a move he had used many times—a hard parry, then he dropped his sword and rushed in, grabbing her wrists hard and wrenching the sword from her grasp. He usually followed that up with a headbutt to the face, but the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.

“Like it or not, you’re stuck with me,” he said, pinning her arms against her side again and crushing her against his chest with one arm. “And I will not put up with a woman trying to kill me.” He snatched his dagger out again, then ran it right into the waistband of her pants, slicing them halfway down her thigh in one quick motion. One pull at her pants and they came right off.

“What are you doing?” she shouted, flailing in his grasp. “You fucking oaf, get your hands off me!”

Henrik used his other hand to immobilize her as best as possible—he had to dodge her kicks and headbutts—then ran back to her house with her in his arms. He held her firmly, but gently. Even now, he would not risk hurting her.

“What are you doing? Why are you taking me in here?” she yelled.

“I’m teaching you some manners!” Henrik said, and went straight for the bed. He had to move quickly or she would gut him.

He sat on the side of the bed and laid her across his lap so her bottom was facing up. She reached back and dug at him with her nails, so his left hand went into her hair, wrenching her head back far enough to stop her from fighting. His right hand slapped down on her bare ass with a noise that echoed off the stone walls.

Isobel shrieked in outrage, so Henrik spanked her on the other ass cheek, and not very gently. “I want you to apologize for trying to kill me. I’ve done nothing to deserve that!”

“Never!” she shouted, her voice filled with defiance, daring him to do his worst.

Henrik spanked her again. Of course, the inevitable happened. With the most beautiful ass he had ever seen right there in front of him, he almost immediately got an erection. He held Isobel tightly by the hair, but she didn’t move. He knew she could feel it though.

He brought his hand down again, alternating cheeks so he didn’t hurt her too much. Isobel shouted her defiance, but never told him to stop. He brought his hand down again on that perfect ass, and while Isobel again shouted that she would never submit to him, he noticed something.

She was arching her back, sticking her ass up. She was enjoying it.

Henrik slapped her on the bottom, which was bright red at this point. He left his hand there, squeezing her ass firmly, then let his thick finger trace down her round cheek, to her upper thigh. He squeezed there as well, and her back arched further. He slid his finger between the tops of her thighs, feeling just how hot and wet she was. Henrik realized then what she needed.

He tightened his grip on her hair and grabbed her ass, squeezing it hard like he owned it. “You’re mine,” he said firmly. “And you are going to treat me right. You are going to respect me and love me.”

“Never,” she said through clenched teeth. “I own myself. I belong to no man!” She sounded ready to chew his arm off.

Henrik slapped her on the bottom again. She closed her eyes as her body shuddered, but Henrik kept his grip on her red hair.

“I think you might need some practice,” Henrik said, leaving his hand on her ass. He gently ran his fingertips up the back of her thigh, then squeezed that amazing ass of hers again. “Tell me you love me.”

“Never!” she shouted, trying to twist in his grip.

Henrik brought his hand down hard twice, once on each cheek. Isobel let out a faint whimper, but her ass was still in the air, and her hips slowly gyrating. Henrik slid his finger down her ass, between those incredible cheeks, and to the soft folds of her pussy. He slid his fingertip in and Isobel exhaled loudly, slowly moving her hips in small circles.

“Tell me you love me,” Henrik said again, raising his hand.

Isobel’s breathing quickened, but she pushed her ass up again. “Never,” she said, but her protests were much weaker.

Henrik spanked her again, twice in quick succession. Isobel cried out but quickly closed her mouth, as if refusing to let him hear her. Her ass was up, and her thighs slightly parted.

Henrik was so hard it was almost painful. Once again he placed his hand on that round bottom of hers, sliding it down until he could slip his fingertip inside her. He pushed his finger in further this time, and her breathing quickened. She was absolutely soaking wet.

Henrik pulled his finger out, then brought it to his mouth and tasted her juices. “You’re delicious,” he said. A shudder ran through Isobel’s body. He didn’t think it was possible for her to stick her ass up any further. “Now, let’s try this again, my dear. You are mine. I want you to tell me you love me.”

“No,” she said, but it was little more than a whisper.

“You know what that means,” Henrik said, placing his hand on her ass. Red handprints on each cheek stood out in stark contrast to her pale skin.

She made a faint whimpering noise and pushed her ass up further, even to the side as if trying to rub it against him. Henrik wanted to just bury his face between those perfect cheeks, but he knew Isobel needed things a certain way.

Henrik brought his hand down on her ass with a loud crack and held it there. Isobel closed her eyes and bit her lip. He spanked her other cheek. She tried to toss her head around, but his grip on her hair held her in place. Again, he spanked her. This time she cried out, but immediately stopped herself.

“Tell me you love me,” Henrik said, spanking her again.

“I—no,” she said in a harsh whisper. She was breathing as if she had just run a mile. Her hands reached back, grabbing onto both sides of her magnificent ass, trying to spread her cheeks.

That would have been enough to drive any man insane, seeing that right in front of him. Henrik had to take a deep breath; he felt drunk, just staring at her perfect body. He brought his hand down on her ass again, and again, and a third time. Isobel cried out, and he spanked her again.

“Henrik!” she shouted.

He slapped her ass again.

“I lo—never!”

He spanked her again, twice on each cheek, hard enough that his palm stung.

“I love you, Henrik!” she shouted. “I love you!”

“Louder!” Henrik ordered, slapping her ass again.

“I love you, Henrik!” she yelled.

He released her hair and lifted her in the air, both to show her his strength and so he could reposition her on his lap. He sat her there, her chest pressed against him, and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly.

She gripped him hard, burying her face in his neck. “I’m yours,” she whispered. Her free hand went between them and began tugging at his pants.

Now was Henrik’s chance. If he didn’t take her right now, all of that would have been for nothing. Still holding her against his chest with one arm, he stood up. She dangled a foot off the ground, and looked up at him with surprise on her face. Henrik used his free hand and pulled at his pants until he could wiggle them down to his ankles. He kicked them across the room.

Even as he sat back down, Isobel spread her legs, almost wrapping them around him. The moment his ass touched the bed, Isobel’s hands were on him, guiding him inside her. She moved up and down a few times, working him all the way in, until her ass was resting on his thighs.

“Oh, Henrik,” she said, her voice somewhere between a moan and a whisper.

Henrik had been with more than his share of women, but never before had he felt one so hot and wet. Isobel held him tightly, her eyes closed and her face against his chest. Her hips began moving, but Henrik quickly took over.

“Please,” Isobel said. All it took was one word; Henrik knew what she meant.

He slid both hands down to her hips and held on tightly, then used his grip to work her up and down his full length. Isobel’s hands never left him, and she kept her body pressed against his. Only her hips moved, rocking up and down and matching Henrik’s rhythm.

Henrik moved one of his hands up her back, tracing his fingers up her spine. He let his fingers comb into her hair, and gripped it tightly next to her scalp. Her bright green eyes opened widely and she looked up at him, as much as his grip would allow her head to move. The look in her eyes said her soul was laid bare before him.

Henrik held her tightly, still thrusting into her, and kissed his way down the side of her face, the side of her neck, and her shoulder. Isobel moaned softly, sounding almost like she was in a trance.

He kept his one hand in her hair, gripping firmly, and moved his other to take hold of her ass. Isobel bit her lip and practically melted in his hands. She moved with him and they went faster and faster, the heat of the moment building like a volcano.

“Oh, gods, Henrik,” Isobel breathed. “I am yours. I’m yours, Henrik.”

Henrik released his grip on her hair and put both hands on her round bottom. Isobel threw her arms around his neck and leaned her face against his shoulder, breathing hard. She kept whispering “I’m yours” over and over in a quiet voice. Henrik just focused on the beauty of her body and keeping his rhythm steady.

As turned on as they were, even Henrik couldn’t last long. He slowed down a bit, hoping to stretch things out, but quickly found himself at the point of no return. His fingers dug into her ass and he practically bounced her on his lap, giving it to her good and hard.

“Henrik, yes!” Isobel shouted, finally moving her face up to kiss him.

Their lips met and immediately parted, their tongues pushing and dancing against each other. Isobel’s hands went to Henrik’s face, holding his jaw, keeping their lips tightly together. She felt the tension in his body; she knew he was ready to cum.

“Fuck me like you own me,” Isobel said, looking in his eyes.

She smiled and kissed him again, smothering Henrik’s grunts and moans as he finally came. He felt her lips curve into a big smile against his as his muscles contracted and he filled her with his seed. Using his grip on her ass, he slammed her down on his lap, giving her his full length good and hard. Isobel took it all with a smile and kept moving her hips, wanting more.

Henrik practically collapsed back on the bed, thoroughly exhausted after that. Isobel leaned forward, following him.

“No, stay inside me,” she said, moving her hips to keep him deep in her, even as he grew soft. She laid her head against his chest and drew small circles in his chest hair with her finger.

“Do whatever you want with me, Henrik. I’m yours,” she said, her tone soft and vulnerable.

Henrik wrapped his arms around her. “I will cherish and protect you,” he said between deep breaths.

“I’m yours,” she whispered again.
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Things were different after that. Isobel’s true nature came out, which Henrik was grateful for. Instead of being so prickly and trying to hide it, she was now completely devoted to him.

She slept with her head on his shoulder, as usual, and an arm and leg thrown across him. He woke before her, but when he tried to move she immediately opened her eyes and held onto him tightly.

“No, don’t move,” she mumbled sleepily. She nuzzled her face against him and kissed his shoulder, then took a deep breath and went back to sleep.

Half an hour later she finally woke. After a yawn and a stretch, she sat up and looked over at him.

“Sleep well?” she asked.

Henrik reached over and placed a hand on her thigh. “Yeah. I slept great.”

“Good,” she said, leaning down to peck him on the lips.

She crawled over him and straddled his hips, making sure she sat so her pussy lips were directly on top of his cock. With a smile, she stretched her arms over her head, then pulled the ribbon out of her hair.

“Hand me my brush please, love?” she asked.

Henrik grabbed the brush and handed it to her. She smiled at him as she brushed the tangles out of her hair—and there were a lot after what they had done the day before—then finally handed the brush back to Henrik.

Henrik expected her to slide off him, but she just leaned forward and laid against his chest, resting her face against his neck. She sighed happily, and again when Henrik held her. He leaned down and kissed the side of her forehead a few times.

After a few minutes she finally rolled off him and let him get out of bed. She watched him with a faint smile on her face, then walked over to the kitchen area. Her ass still had Henrik’s handprints, which were slowly faded into shades of blue and purple.

Isobel began making breakfast, and while she worked he walked up behind her, reached down, and grabbed her ass. Not gently, either; it was the kind of grip that showed she belonged to him.

“Mmmm, I love that,” Isobel said, arching her back. She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. “Breakfast will be ready soon, honey.”

Henrik kissed her on the forehead, then went to fetch his clothes. Isobel stayed naked, and always made sure to position herself in a way that would show off her curves for him. He sat in one of the chairs and just watched her in amazement.

“Here’s your breakfast, dear,” Isobel said, bringing a bowl filled with porridge and fruit to him. She set it on the small table next to Henrik, then got down on her knees. “And here’s my breakfast,” she said, moving between his legs.

Before Henrik even realized what she was doing, she was unlacing his pants and yanking them down. She had his cock in her mouth only a few seconds later. She went after it like a woman on a mission, determined to get her prize.

Henrik’s eyes nearly popped out of his head at how aggressively she did it. He could have sworn she was trying to suck his soul out. With a smile, he placed his hands behind his head and just focused on enjoying it.

Isobel worked her tight grip up and down the base while noisily slurping and sucking on the tip. She slowly sank her lips down, taking more and more of him, until she suddenly gagged and had to pull away. She took a deep breath and went back to it, determined.

Henrik just watched in amazement as this incredibly beautiful woman pleased him. Her hair got in the way so she gathered it in one hand, then went back to stroking and sucking him. Isobel’s technique certainly wasn’t perfect—this was almost certainly the first time she had ever done it—but her beauty and the sheer amount of suction her mouth created made for an incredible time.

It didn’t take Henrik long to reach the tipping point. Isobel noticed the increase in his breathing and saw his body tense up and started sucking even harder, working her head up and down to the point Henrik was concerned she was going to hurt her neck.

Isobel’s eyes widened as Henrik blew in her mouth. It was probably a strange sensation to experience the first time, but she recovered quickly. She swallowed, then squeezed his cock from the base to the tip with her hand, sucking every drop of cum out of him. Her face flushed from exhilaration, and she kept sucking even after he was spent.

She straightened up a bit, smacking her lips. “I think I like it,” she said, wiping her bottom lip with a finger. “Yes, I definitely do. Enjoy your breakfast, honey.” She stood up and turned, presenting her bottom to him.

With a grin, Henrik reached out and lightly slapped his hand on her perfect ass. Isobel stood there and smiled for a moment as a tremor ran through her body, then walked across the room to the kitchen area to prepare something for herself. Henrik grabbed his pants and pulled them back up to his waist.

Henrik sent thoughts to Calduin while eating his breakfast. He tried to describe the warmth of the porridge, the sweetness of the honey, and the tartness of the different berries on top.

Yuck, Calduin sent back. His desires were clear. Deer, bounding across the plains. Rabbits scurrying underfoot. A group of people walking.

We don’t eat people, Henrik sent. He felt a bit of disappointment from Calduin, but the dragon seemed to be getting the message.

“How is he?” Isobel asked.

“Huh?” Henrik said.

“I can feel when you’re talking to him,” she said over her shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re saying, nothing like that, but I can just barely make out that you’re communicating with him. Well, how is he?”

“Fascinating,” Henrik said. “Calduin is doing well. His mother takes good care of him. He still sees people as food sometimes. I’m trying to work on that.”

Isobel laughed. “Maybe he can take care of the orcs for us.”

“Are they ever a problem up here?”

She shook her head. “Only one time in the past were they stupid enough to come this way. Cazeth made short work of them, and was even kind enough to bring me some of their weapons and armor so I could repurpose them.” She looked over her shoulder again and smiled. “Who’s sword do you think you used yesterday?”

Henrik grunted. “Wasn’t expecting that.” He scraped the last of his porridge from the bowl and ate it. “So, what are we doing today?” He could really get used to eating things like that every day for breakfast.

“Today we’re going for a ride,” Isobel said as she finished up. She turned and walked toward him, her hips swaying. “I figured you should know what it’s like, since you’ll have to teach Calduin soon.”

“Can both of us fit on Cazeth?” he asked. Isobel laughed and he clarified. “I mean, on the saddle. How is that going to work?”

“It has straps that clip onto your belt, so you won’t fall,” she said. “We’ll have to get comfy, but we should be fine.”

Isobel held his gaze as she walked across the room. She bent over far more than what was necessary and began pulling her pants on. She stopped when they were just below her butt and moved her hips from side to side before finally pulling them all the way up. It was one hell of a show.

Henrik released a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding, and pushed himself to his feet. Isobel made it hard to think straight at times—not that he minded. They finished getting dressed, then Isobel rummaged around in a storage closet until she found two thick leather straps.

“Now we’re ready,” she said.

Together they left her small stone house and went toward the dragon cave. Cazeth came out, seeming a bit more energetic than usual. She snorted, then lowered her massive head right in front of Henrik, stopping him.

“Everything okay?” Henrik asked, raising both hands.

Cazeth nudged him with her head. Something was definitely strange about her behavior.

“What’s wrong, mother?” Isobel asked. She reached out and placed her hand on Cazeth’s nose.

The two locked eyes for a moment, then Isobel suddenly laughed. “Oh, I understand. Don’t worry, mother.” Isobel stared at Cazeth in a manner that suggested she was sending emotions and images to her. Cazeth finally turned back to Henrik and sniffed him, then slowly walked back to her cave.

“What was that about?” Henrik asked.

Isobel’s smile was just short of a laugh. “She can feel a lot of my emotions through our bond. Maybe feel is the wrong word. She is aware of my emotions, especially when they’re strong, like they were last night and this morning.” Isobel chuckled. “She was a bit angry about the spanking, but I think you impressed her with the rest of it.”

Henrik just watched the massive dragon lumber away. “Are you saying I made a dragon horny?”

Isobel finally laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far, but she definitely felt something through me.”

“Awkward,” Henrik said. He was glad Tossyth never did anything like that.

Together they walked toward the dragon cave. Cazeth was just settling down when they arrived. The large saddle that went at the base of Cazeth’s neck was leaning against the wall of the cave. Isobel hefted it in both hands and walked up to her dragon, who lowered her shoulder. She had it affixed and a multitude of straps tightened in a few minutes.

Isobel walked up to Henrik and grabbed his hand, then laced her fingers through his. “Are you ready, my love?”

“I have no choice but to be ready,” Henrik replied. He bent down and kissed her on her forehead, bringing an even bigger smile from her.

“Great,” Isobel said. “Let’s ride a dragon.”
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Henrik stood there for a moment, staring at the saddle mounted on the massive dragon’s back. He would be doing the same one day, and from he understood Calduin would grow to be even larger than Cazeth.

“Come on,” Isobel said. She smiled at Henrik, then walked over to the great dragon and climbed onto her shoulder. When she reached the saddle, she stood behind it, on Cazeth’s neck, and motioned for Henrik to come.

Henrik shook his head at the ridiculousness of the whole situation. If someone would have told him two or three months earlier that he would be riding a dragon, he would have laughed in their face. And there he was, climbing up Cazeth’s hugely muscled front leg.

Her scales felt peculiar, both soft and hard at the same time. It was like a piece of cloth made from small diamonds linked together. He could tell that almost nothing would make it through the dragon’s skin.

Isobel reached down and offered her hand.

“Are you sure about that?” Henrik asked. He probably weighed twice what she did, and that was no exaggeration. Isobel was roughly average height for a woman, maybe an inch or two taller, whereas most men only came up to Henrik’s shoulder.

She just smiled. “I think I can handle you.”

He reached up and they grabbed wrists. Her grip was shockingly strong; few men could even generate that much force. With one hand on the rear of the saddle and the other holding onto Henrik, Isobel scrunched her face and yanked him up to the dragon’s neck.

Henrik just stared at her. “How in the Nine Hells did you do that?” he asked.

Isobel flexed her arm, the corded muscle visible even through the thin material of her shirt. “We get gifts from our dragons, remember.” She winked and gestured toward the saddle. “Go ahead and sit down.”

The saddle looked rather similar to one designed for a horse, but of course it was notably larger, with a high pommel. Henrik examined it for a moment and noticed that it wasn’t made of leather. Instead, it was made of….

“This is made from dragon scales,” he said. “How did you manage that?”

“She sheds her skin every once in a while,” Isobel said. “We always save some, since it’s so strong. I have to use my sword to cut it; nothing else will.”

“Wait,” Henrik said, turning to face her. “Your sword can pierce dragon skin? I thought only mine could.”

Isobel shook her head. “The fabled black blades of the dragon riders can cut southern dragon skin, although it’s not easy. If I tried to attack a snow dragon, my blade would probably break in half. Only yours can do that.”

Henrik nodded slowly as he understood just how serious of a threat a fully grown snow dragon was. He quickly sent Calduin a message of trust and affection, just to keep the little guy happy.

He settled into the saddle, noting that it was surprisingly comfortable. Before he could even look around for Isobel, she moved around him—purposely rubbing her butt against him, of course—and sat right on his lap.

“Let me get comfortable,” she said, gyrating a bit. She shot Henrik a smile over her shoulder. “It’s not perfect, but I think it’ll work. I just have to strap us in.”

In her hand, she held four thick leather straps with sturdy brass clips on each end. They connected to thick steel rings on the saddle, then clipped to Henrik’s belt. The second set clipped on Isobel’s belt.

“So, that explains why you made me wear a belt today,” Henrik said.

“Exactly,” Isobel said, pulling hard on the strap to tighten it. She moved her butt around again while pulling on the strap, until she was pressed firmly against his crotch. Very firmly. “Gotta make sure we stay safe,” she said. “I suggest holding onto me very tightly. Don’t worry, you won’t hurt me.”

Henrik put his thick arms around her waist, and at a comment from her, held her even tighter. He had ridden a number of horses in his years, but he wasn’t sure what to expect.

Well, the way the dragon moved was beyond all expectations.

“Shit!” Henrik yelled as Cazeth suddenly leaped forward.

“Hold on tight!” Isobel shouted. Her grip on the pommel was white-knuckled.

The massive dragon moved much more quickly than Henrik expected. She went from stationary into a full run in a matter of three steps, and her enormous wings beat at the ground. Her powerful rear legs pushed as she leaped into the air, and with a strong flap of her wings she lifted into the air.

Henrik felt like his heart was sinking down into his stomach. Something that large shouldn’t be able to move that fast. With each beat of her wings she rose higher into the air, falling into a rhythm of lurching up and down.

Henrik was grateful for both Isobel’s strength and the leather straps. Without both, he certainly would have fallen. He glanced down past Cazeth’s shoulder and watched the ground fall away.

“Her landings are much easier,” Isobel said over her shoulder.

“I think standing in the middle of an earthquake would be easier than that,” Henrik said back.

Isobel laughed. “Mother is very strong, and her speed still surprises me sometimes.” She leaned forward and patted the dragon on her thick neck. “She’s a good girl.”

Cazeth tossed her head at the comment.

“Where are we going?” Henrik asked.

Isobel shrugged. “I usually just like to let her fly. She appreciates beauty in the same way you and I do. You’ll see.”

Once Cazeth reached a high enough elevation, she slowed the flapping of her massive wings and instead glided on currents of warm air. That made for a much more pleasant ride, and Henrik was able to loosen his hold on Isobel.

“No,” she said, grabbing his arm.

With a smile, Henrik grabbed her tightly again.

They flew to the east, circling over mountains and valleys. A lush forest sprawled over hills and mountains, and Isobel pointed out the line where the snow began. Having lived in a warm climate his entire life, Henrik found it fascinating.

A single mountain peak loomed before them, so tall that its zenith disappeared somewhere in the clouds. Cazeth flapped her wings and flew toward it, then suddenly banked to one side. Henrik was immediately grateful for the thick leather straps holding him in the saddle.

Cazeth took them in a wide circle around the mountain. At one point, Isobel shouted and pointed down. Henrik looked over the side and saw a waterfall that looked to be at least a hundred feet tall. The water at the bottom gathered into a small lake before leaking down the mountain in a small stream.

“I swim there sometimes,” Isobel said. “The water is cold so not very often, but sometimes it helps focus my thoughts.”

Henrik had nothing to say to that. He hated cold water.

Cazeth took them further north, flying high above the ground. The air was cold that high up. He felt Isobel shiver once and tightened his grip on her, pressing her back against his chest. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him.

Henrik tried to take mental images of their journey and sent them to Calduin. The young dragon replied excitedly with his own images, showing him taking his first steps toward flying. His little wings flapped hard and he made it a few feet before falling back to the ground. Henrik felt guilty that he had missed that. It didn’t feel right, spending this much time away from the young dragon. He made a mental note to bring Calduin with him when he went to find Meriel, the third dragon rider.

The mountains gave way to a lush valley filled with trees in every shade of green. The waterfall they had seen earlier eventually formed into a stream that snaked its way through the valley. With high walls on every side, Henrik wondered what it was like down there. Nothing could get in or out, so the place would have evolved on its own for countless years.

He pointed down at the valley and Isobel nodded.

“It’s a strange place,” she said over her shoulder. “That’s another place I’ve been meaning to explore one day. Sometimes I see birds in every color of the rainbow flying around down there. I’ve caught glimpses of strange creatures, the likes of which I’ve never before seen.”

“Like what?” Henrik asked.

“They’re hard to describe,” she replied. “Some are small and furry, about the size of the small antelope that populate the mountains, but a different color. Once I saw something that looked like a small person, maybe three feet tall, but covered in fur and with a tail. It watched us fly overhead, completely fascinated. I got the sense it was an intelligent creature.”

“That does sound strange,” Henrik said.

Cazeth banked to the left, taking them in a loop around another mountain before finally selecting a path. Henrik checked the position of the sun and deducted they were heading roughly south.

It didn’t take them very long to pass over the mountain range—the dragon flew much faster than even the best racehorse could run—and soon the foothills were visible. They passed over those as well, and Cazeth continued heading south.

“Where are we going now?” Henrik asked as the ground beneath them flattened out and changed to the sandy brown savannah of the orc wastes.

“She’s just exploring,” Isobel said. “Sometimes she likes to look around to find good places to hunt.”

Cazeth flapped her wings hard, taking them higher and higher. From such a high elevation, Henrik could see for miles. He had never experienced anything like that before; it was incredible. It made him excited for the days he would eventually ride Calduin. He tried to send him images of the sprawling plains.

The dragon continued for several more minutes, flying easily more than twice as fast as the fastest horse. When he thought back to how quickly Anslie and Tossyth had flown south to save them, it made sense.

“How fast can she go?” Henrik asked over the wind noise.

“You probably wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Isobel shouted over her shoulder. “She takes things easy when I ride her—if she flew as fast as she could, these straps would probably break and I’d fall off.”

“Amazing,” Henrik said to himself as he looked around. Being able to see for such a long distance in every direction was simply incredible. He tried to look back over his shoulder to see how far back the foothills were, but they were already out of sight. She had flown nearly a full day’s journey in a matter of minutes.

She banked slightly to the west, her massive head scanning the area. Henrik briefly wondered how long it would take her to fly over to Anslie’s valley. She’d probably make the trip in a day with time to spare.

Cazeth’s head suddenly snapped to the left, and a moment later she turned sharply. Both Henrik and Isobel held on for dear life as the dragon beat her massive wings, picking up speed. Wind rushed past Henrik’s ears and nearly blinded him. He couldn’t even fathom how fast they were going.

After a few minutes she slowed, and Henrik saw why she had turned.

“Something on the horizon,” he said, pointing slightly off to the left.

“I see it,” Isobel said.

Cazeth glided through the air, speeding toward the dark shape on the horizon. The dark shape eventually became clumps of people, which became a very large number of people marching. No, not people.

Orcs.

“What the….” Henrik began.

“I’ve never seen an orc army that size,” Isobel said in tones of wonder.

As they drew closer, Henrik tried to estimate the number of soldiers on the ground. It was well into the thousands, maybe as many as five thousand.

“Where are they going?” Henrik asked.

They flew closer and the orcs finally noticed them. A few foolishly launched arrows, and none of them came even remotely close to the dragon.

Isobel looked off to the side, then back to the army. She double checked, then looked over her shoulder at Henrik.

“They’re going for your dragon.”
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Henrik frowned at the massive orc army. That many soldiers was a problem, a serious problem.

“Can you tell Cazeth to fly a bit closer?” Henrik said.

Isobel nodded and placed her hand on Cazeth’s neck. The dragon adjusted her flight path and continued toward the swarm of orcs.

They stopped their march and pointed at the giant beast flying overhead. Henrik looked over the side of Cazeth’s neck and tried to study the army in the brief moment they were so close. Several orcs tried their bows again, but Cazeth was simply too high up.

“There,” Henrik said, pointing at a man in gilded armor riding a horse. Armored men circled him, marking him as a person of importance. They all watched the dragon with angry faces. “I think that’s the new orc chief,” Henrik said.

Isobel frowned. “This is not good. I need to tell the others, and we need to get you back to Anslie and your dragon.”

“Do you think Cazeth could simply take out their army?” he asked.

Isobel shrugged. “Probably, but some of those arrows would eventually hit us. Or worse, one might catch her in the eye and blind her. It’s not worth the risk. Now, Calduin is a different story.”

“He’s a baby, though,” Henrik said.

“Never underestimate a snow dragon,” Isobel said. “They have no weapons that can hurt him. Their shamans can’t even hurt him with magic. Even as small as he is, he could tear through their army.”

Henrik tried to send calm feelings to Calduin. The young dragon excitedly replied as he always did to Henrik, letting him know he missed him. Calduin was also getting the first of his fire breath. Henrik told Isobel about that.

“Be careful about that,” she said in tones of caution. “I spoke with Cazeth about it before you showed up. You need to ensure you keep him calm at all times, especially over the next few months. He’s growing very quickly, as snow dragons do, and this time is absolutely important to his development.”

“Noted,” Henrik said. He knew their future was uncertain, but Calduin was doing well so far. But even something small could tip him into chaos, and the whole world would suffer.

“Take us home, mother,” Isobel said. She gripped the pommel and the dragon suddenly turned to the right. Henrik had to hold onto Isobel tightly to avoid being thrown to the side. He briefly wondered what riding Calduin would be like, and if it would be as violent as riding Cazeth. A better-fitting saddle would help.

Henrik suddenly felt something from Isobel. He couldn’t describe it, but he could tell she was communicating with someone. The dragons and the other riders, most likely. He waited until she was done, then closed his eyes and tried sending a message to Isobel.

I barely know you, but I already love you, he sent. He tried to make it as clear as possible.

Isobel looked over her shoulder and smiled at him, then leaned back, pressing herself against Henrik.

Cazeth beat her massive wings and they raced through the air, fast enough that Henrik’s eyes watered. He didn’t like holding onto Isobel so tightly—he felt like he was squeezing the breath out of her—but when he tried loosening his grip two things happened. First, he felt like he was going to fall backwards, and second, Isobel reached up and placed a hand on his arms, showing that she wanted him to hold her more firmly.

It didn’t take Cazeth long to make it back to the bowl of life. She glided down close to the ground, then flapped her massive wings several times, hovering in place and lowering her legs. Her touchdown was surprisingly gentle, and not tooth-jarring like Henrik had expected.

“What now?” Henrik asked as the dragon lumbered a few steps closer to the cave.

“We have to get ready,” she replied.

Cazeth laid down, putting her chest on the ground and stretching out an arm. Isobel quickly unhooked the leather straps holding them in, then raised herself off of Henrik’s lap. Of course she pressed her ass directly in Henrik’s face.

“Is that better?” she asked, shaking her hips a bit.

“Mmmphh,” Henrik replied. He just hoped it sounded as happy as he felt.

Isobel laughed and swung a leg over the saddle. She leaned forward and pecked Henrik on the lips. He shambled out of the saddle, holding onto Isobel’s hand for balance, then slid down Cazeth’s massive front leg.

He stood there for a moment, watching Isobel remove the saddle. Cazeth’s huge head swung around, checking Henrik. She sent a question to him, asking about his well being due to how chaotic their ride was.

“I’m good, thank you,” Henrik said. He took a few steps forward and reached out, rubbing Cazeth’s enormous snout. “Your strength and speed amazes me, Cazeth.”

That answer seemed to satisfy her. She nudged his hand with her nose, then turned her head back. Once Isobel had removed the saddle, she crawled into the cave and curled up, her head lying on top of her long tail, her green eyes watching the two of them.

“Sometimes I can’t tell if she likes me or not,” Henrik said to Isobel as they walked toward her small cave-house.

“Oh, she definitely likes you,” Isobel said, giving him a sweet smile. “She likes you and approves of you. She can also sense how I feel about you, which helps. Cazeth is ancient and can be a bit grumpy at times, but don’t worry, she is glad you’re here. She wants to meet Calduin as well, since he’s her grandson.”

Henrik thought for a moment. “What about Emyss?”

Isobel’s smile faltered. “Yes. Emyss is her son. Due to that, he will not attack her, but they do not talk to each other or have a good relationship. Emyss is not evil, mind you, but he is not particularly pleasant. From what I understand, he was the most powerful snow dragon ever born, until the birth of Calduin.” She frowned and looked up at Henrik. “You’re going to have to face him at some point.”

“I know,” Henrik said as they approached her small house. “I’ll figure something out. I have no choice.”

Isobel gave him a tense smile, then entered her house. She set the leather straps in her storage area, then went into the kitchen and leaned her hands on the counter. She stood there for a moment, just taking calm, deep breaths.

“Are you alright?” Henrik asked.

“I’m okay,” Isobel said, her eyes closed. “Just a little stressed about this orc army. If they’re going for Calduin, we have to confront them. Even with our dragons, that is a lot of soldiers. Anything could happen.”

Henrik pursed his lips and thought. “I’ll think of something. There’s always a way to solve these sorts of things with minimal bloodshed.”

Isobel looked over her shoulder. “Do you think the new orc chief is the kind that will entertain parlay and compromise?”

Henrik laughed. “Men like him respect only strength. With four dragons at my back, I’m hoping that’ll be enough to make him back down. When he sees that he absolutely cannot win, hopefully he’ll take his army somewhere else.”

“What about your friend’s partner?” Isobel asked. “Didn’t you mention something peculiar with her?”

Henrik’s laugh faded back into a frown. “Yes. She betrayed her people to help save Calduin. Both she and my friend Rasud changed their faces with magic, so they look human now. Or, as I understand it, they are human. Torgan wouldn’t recognize her, but one of his shamans might be able to tell, at least according to Shel.”

“He’s going to demand you turn her over,” Isobel said. “And a man like him isn’t going to take no for an answer.”

“Good thing I’ll have four dragons at my back,” Henrik said. “He won’t have a choice. A show of power should make him back down.”

“Will he back down in front of his people though?” Isobel asked.

“Good point,” Henrik said. “I’ll think of something. I know there’s a way to deal with him without everyone dying.”

“Well, get to thinking,” Isobel said. “We need to hurry back to your dragon so we can be there when the army arrives.”

“I need to take The Duke with me,” Henrik said. “He has all my things.”

Isobel turned and blinked. “Who?”

Henrik laughed. “Oh, sorry. My horse. I named him The Duke, since I essentially stole him from Duke Ardun.” His laugh once again faded into a frown. “He’s now King Ardun, and is raising an army to come for Calduin as well. He has a powerful wizard with him, which could prove problematic.”

“Your dragon is already quite popular for only being so young,” Isobel said. “Shame he’s so popular with bad people.”

Henrik grinned. “That’s my boy. I’d say he’s taking after his father, but he doesn’t have one, does he?”

Isobel shook her head. “No. Dragons don’t come into being that way. From what Cazeth has told me, their souls are born years before their bodies are formed, somewhere in the magic of the cosmos. Their mother tends to their soul, nurtures it, and gives it strength. After a time, the egg is finally laid.” She smiled at Henrik. “No men needed.”

“Are we leaving right away?” Henrik asked.

Isobel shrugged. “We need to hurry up and get over to your dragon, but that orc army will take at least a week to arrive. As long as we beat them, we’re okay.”

“The Duke must be getting tired of all this walking,” Henrik said with a chuckle. “He’s been a good horse.”

“I can help him a bit. Not as much as Tossyth, or especially Annasta, but I can give him a bit of energy and vitality. Enough to make a difference on a trip that far.”

“I’ll take it,” Henrik said. He thought for a moment, then decided to bring up a topic that could possibly be trouble. “How will things work with both you and Anslie there? With me, that is.”

Isobel looked at him for a moment, then smiled as she began unlacing her shirt. “Things will be fine. We’ll have to work out a schedule or learn to share you. Meriel will be there, too.” She pulled her shirt off over her head. “I think we should take advantage of our last night here.” She kicked her boots off, then pushed her pants down over her curvy hips.

Henrik needed no extra motivation. He tore at his clothes, nearly tripping on his way to the bed. Isobel climbed on it and remained on all fours, her ass facing him. She watched him over her shoulder and shook her hips at him.

Henrik rushed over to the bed and grabbed onto Isobel, pulling her into his arms. They kissed for a moment, then she pulled away.

“You’re not done until I can’t walk,” she said with a sultry smile.
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Henrik slept like the dead that night. Isobel had meant what she said, and they went at it until he was absolutely exhausted. Her strength and stamina were gifts from her dragon, and her energy seemed limitless.

She slept in his arms, with her face pressed against his neck. Being so worn out meant she didn’t toss in her sleep like usual, although she kept whispering “I love you” in her sleep. All in all, it was one of the best nights Henrik had ever experienced.

When she woke, Isobel immediately climbed on top of him. She kissed him until his eyes opened, then reached down and grabbed onto his dick, which of course was hard as it was first thing in the morning. She rubbed the tip against her soft lips, but then winced and laughed.

“That’s definitely not going to happen,” she said, laying her head on Henrik’s shoulder. “I am far too sore. I’m just going to lie here for a moment.”

Henrik wrapped his arms around her. He was barely awake, but having her lithe form on top of him was the best feeling. His hand moved down, almost on its own accord, and grabbed firmly onto her ass.

Isobel giggled. “Please don’t ever stop doing that.” She sighed happily and nuzzled her face against his neck. They stayed that way for a moment, just two people enjoying each other’s presence.

“I suppose we should get up and go,” Isobel finally said, pushing herself up into a seated position. “Thanks again for last night, honey,” she said.

They climbed out of bed, with Isobel wincing at every other step. Henrik laughed as he stepped into his pants. Isobel focused on preparing food for their journey.

“I can’t wait until I can just ride Calduin,” Henrik said. “I have to be honest, The Duke is a good horse but I’m getting tired of riding him.”

“I’m sure he gets tired of being ridden by a giant,” Isobel said. “How tall are you, even?”

Henrik shrugged. “I dunno. Six and a half feet, roundabouts.”

Isobel whistled appreciatively. “Calduin is definitely going to have to grow a bit before lugging around your big ass.”

Henrik laughed. She had a good point though.

An hour later Henrik was putting the last of his things into his saddlebags and mounting them behind The Duke’s saddle. The horse had thoroughly enjoyed all the greenery and had eaten his fill each day. Henrik almost felt bad taking him away from that, but he’d be eating like a king again back in Anslie’s valley.

“Are you about ready?” Isobel asked, walking up behind him. She wore a shirt made of dragon skin, probably a bit too low-cut for proper protection but Henrik enjoyed the view.

“Yeah, we’re ready when you are,” Henrik said.

“Come here, boy,” Isobel said, reaching for The Duke.

The tall horse leaned his head over and smelled her hands. Isobel smiled and rubbed his nose for a moment, then closed her eyes and whispered something under her breath. The Duke suddenly pranced in place as if eager to run.

“More of that dragon magic?” Henrik asked.

Isobel nodded. “I can’t do anything like Tossyth or Anslie, but he’ll at least have more energy now. If I do this every morning and maybe every afternoon we can probably knock a day or two off your travel time.”

“That would be a blessing,” Henrik said as he reached up and grabbed the pommel. “I suppose I’ll see you out there.”

“Yeah, I’ll leave here in an hour or two,” Isobel said with a smile. “Cazeth and I travel just a little bit faster than you on horseback.” She stretched up onto her toes and kissed him.

“I’ll see you soon, then,” Henrik said. He pulled himself into the saddle, then patted The Duke on the neck. “Good thing he’s getting used to dragons. He’s going to be seeing a lot of them in the upcoming days.”

Isobel reached up and squeezed Henrik’s leg, then turned and walked back toward Cazeth’s cave. Henrik took a moment to just watch her walk away. What a sight.

“Alright, boy, let’s go,” Henrik said. He patted The Duke on the neck again and rubbed him for a moment. This horse had been with him through his wildest adventures, and it looked like there was more to come.

He led the horse out of the bowl of life, carefully walking around fruit trees and a small vineyard. Both Anslie and Isobel lived in incredible places. He wondered what Meriel’s living situation was like.

At the edge of the bowl of life, the ground began to slope down. The Duke walked carefully down the worn path. Henrik could tell the horse wanted to run, but he didn’t want to risk him—running downhill with a heavy rider on his back was just a bad idea. So he kept The Duke at a walk for at least two hours, when the ground finally began to level out.

“Let’s see what this dragon magic does,” Henrik said, and allowed The Duke to speed up. He immediately went into a canter and Henrik held him there. He could tell The Duke wanted to all-out run, but he couldn’t risk the horse wearing himself out, dragon magic or no.

Still, holding the horse at a fast canter devoured the miles. The Duke was an excellent horse, probably the finest animal Henrik had ever ridden, but even he had his limits. Whatever Isobel had done, his energy seemed almost limitless. Not to the extent of Tossyth’s magic, but it was still impressive.

The Duke wasn’t even breathing hard when the sun rose overhead. Henrik decided to slow him anyway so they could both take a breath. He waited until he saw a suitable place, then pulled on the reins until The Duke stopped.

“Not bad, not bad,” Henrik said as he slid out of the saddle. He checked The Duke, but the horse seemed fresh and ready to go, even though he had probably covered twenty miles already.

“I wonder what I’ll be able to do,” Henrik said to his horse. “You know, once my dragon gets his…. Ah, that’s right. Nevermind.”

Once his dragon gained his fire breath, Henrik would get the ability to produce fire somehow. He wasn’t sure how it was going to work, but it certainly sounded exciting.

With that in mind, he reached out to talk with Calduin. He let his dragon know that he was coming home, and his message was immediately met with overwhelming excitement.

Calduin sent his usual images and feelings; mostly him learning to hunt with his mother. His fire breath was coming in, which Calduin thought was rather fun, but his mother didn’t let him use it much. That upset him, but at least he was beginning to understand why.

Henrik grabbed some food from his saddlebags and began eating. He tried sending the taste to Calduin, who responded with disgust. The young dragon only wanted a fresh kill. Well, he was a dragon, after all.

Henrik was glad things were going so well with Calduin. The dragon was definitely excitable, but in a way that was controllable. With each day that passed, he worried less and less about Calduin trying to take control. In fact, the dragon hadn’t tried that in a long time. He seemed to be happy and content.

Having a well-balanced dragon as a companion was certainly a blessing, but it reminded Henrik that Emyss was out there, the ancient snow dragon that would come looking for him. He was going to have to face him, likely soon. He pushed it out of his mind and tried to just focus on the present.

Not too long after they began traveling again, Cazeth and Isobel flew overhead. They moved in lazy circles so as not to outpace Henrik too badly. It was fascinating, seeing them up there. Even The Duke was getting used to them by now, although Henrik didn’t think he’d ever be fully comfortable with the dragon.

The Duke finally began to tire that evening, so Henrik slowed him to a fast walk. When the sun was three times its height above the horizon, he decided to stop for the day.

He untacked his horse and spent a few minutes brushing him down, which The Duke seemed to appreciate. Henrik had chosen this location on account of there being a small tree nearby. He unclipped one end of the horse’s reins and looped it around a branch, giving him plenty of room to safely wander. The Duke just settled down and began munching on the sparse grass.

Several minutes later, Cazeth landed a good distance away. Henrik saw Isobel’s fiery red hair tossing around as the massive dragon lumbered closer.

He reached out and placed a calming hand on The Duke as the dragon came closer. The horse balked and tossed his head, but mostly just moved to the other side of the tree. He kept a close eye on Cazeth, but eventually went back to eating.

Henrik walked over to the dragon, who greeted him as usual. Her massive head was suddenly in front of him, smelling him. Henrik reached out and rubbed her on the nose and she made what was quite possibly the most terrifying noise he had ever heard. It was a deep gurgling sound, shockingly powerful and low enough that Henrik felt it in his chest. It sounded like a dog’s growl if the dog was the size of, well, a dragon. It took him a moment to realize that was the same purring noise baby Calduin had made. Well, at least he knew what to expect.

“I’m assuming you took the scenic route?” Henrik asked as Isobel moved out of the saddle and stood on the dragon’s shoulder.

“Yeah,” she said as she began removing the heavy saddle. “We could make it there in a day or two but I’d rather stay close to you.”

Henrik watched as she hefted the large saddle in both arms, then slid down the dragon’s arm. Most men would struggle to carry it the way she did. Nine Hells, most large men would struggle. Henrik had lifted the saddle once before and it probably weighed as much as Rasud.

It was then that Henrik realized much of the fight Isobel had put up on the first two days had been half-hearted. Yes, she had been testing him. But, especially when he turned her over his knee, she could have escaped and probably blackened his eye. Instead, she let him. It made him smile.

Henrik had packed a bare handful of branches for nights like this. The night was warm enough that no fire was needed, but he liked having one nearby. He and Isobel cuddled up together on his bedroll, watching the small flames, and finally fell asleep.
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It was the smell of death that woke Henrik.

Something like rotting meat in an open grave filled the air. It pulled Henrik from the depths of his sleep like a noose. His eyes snapped open, wondering if an orc raiding party had found them in the night and poisoned them.

“Isobel,” he said quietly, shaking her. “Wake up. Something is wrong.”

By the gods, it was terrible. He grabbed his nearby shirt and held it over his nose and mouth so he didn’t vomit. Even The Duke was distressed, and that horse was used to everything by now.

“What?” Isobel said groggily. She immediately put a hand over her mouth. “Oh, Cazeth, that’s a bad one.”

The massive dragon lifted her head to look at them, then snorted and laid back down.

“She gets gassy sometimes,” Isobel explained. She grabbed part of Henrik’s shirt hanging from his hand and put it over her nose and mouth. “The wind should clear everything in a moment.”

“That was Cazeth?” Henrik asked.

Isobel gave him a wry look. “If your diet included hooves and fur and bones, I’m sure your ass would smell like roses.”

Henrik laughed. “Fair enough.”

He laid back down and Isobel settled her head on his shoulder, like usual. After a few minutes a light breeze cleared the air and they fell back asleep.

They woke with the sunrise as usual, with Henrik waking just a few minutes before Isobel. He liked it that way; he could just stare at her perfect face, her slender nose, her full lips, without feeling awkward. She was absolutely breathtaking.

Isobel eventually woke up, and they held each other tightly for a moment. It was a great way to start the day.

Henrik prepared a simple breakfast while Isobel spent a moment with The Duke. She loved animals so she enjoyed being around the horse, but she also used her magic to increase his stamina.

After breakfast they continued their journey. The Duke was once again filled with energy and eager to run. Henrik finally decided to let the horse set his own pace. The Duke almost immediately went into a full gallop and held it for nearly an hour before finally slowing.

He forced The Duke to just walk for an hour, then sped back up to a canter. With Isobel’s magic, the horse could hold that all day.

As they had the day before, they stopped for lunch and took a break. Cazeth and Isobel landed nearby and spent a few minutes with them, then they were off again.

Their daily routine was efficient and kept them traveling at an excellent pace. Which was fortunate, because if Henrik had to eat any more dried meat, hard cheese, and hardtack, he was going to get rather cranky.

Each night they slept in each other’s arms. Isobel’s size was just perfect for that; Henrik’s arm never once fell asleep. She fit against him like a glove.

Isobel insisted that her magic wasn’t as strong as Anslie’s, but The Duke raced across the land at a record pace. Earlier she had said she hoped to shave a day or two off of their trip. Henrik fully believed it.

She never complained about their travel food, which made Henrik grateful. Actually, Isobel didn’t complain much about anything. She was a strong woman, a tough woman, and he was glad to have her.

On the third night she said she finally wasn’t sore anymore, so they made love next to the campfire before going to sleep. They kept things slow and passionate, the perfect way to end a long day.

“When will Meriel arrive?” Henrik asked on the morning of the fourth day.

“She may have already passed us,” Isobel said. “But, knowing her, she’s timing things so we all arrive at the same time. I’m sure the girls will be glad to see their mother.”

“Cazeth is both of their mothers?” Henrik asked.

Isobel nodded. “Annasta is the fastest by far. Possibly even faster than Emyss.”

“So Emyss is the biggest, the meanest, and the fastest?” Henrik asked.

“Now you see why we’re worried,” Isobel said.

“Well, let’s focus on this first,” he said.

“Do you have any idea how you’re going to handle this?” Isobel asked.

“I do,” Henrik replied. “I’ll tell you when we’re all together.” She nodded.

They set out again, The Duke once again bolstered by Isobel’s magic. Henrik began to recognize some of the land around them. They were close.

Cazeth flew overhead, and instead of circling like usual she went straight toward a mountain. She knew exactly where she was.

“We’re almost there, boy,” Henrik said. At least The Duke would be able to eat his bodyweight in grass and clover when they got there.

Henrik saw the draw in the mountain range and steered The Duke towards it. He let the horse move as quickly as he could until the path became steep enough that it was dangerous, then slowed him back to a fast walk.

And that was when he saw Annasta and Meriel. Henrik had seen birds of prey speed through the air, and this looked like a hundred-foot-long version. Annasta was much more slender than the other two dragons, and flew at a speed Henrik didn’t realize was even possible. It was hard to make out at that distance but it looked like Meriel was hunched over in her saddle, leaning over the dragon’s neck and holding on for dear life. The dragon crossed the sky like an arrow.

Henrik was excited to meet Meriel. He knew very little about her—Anslie and Isobel hadn’t described her much, and insisted that Henrik would just have to get to know her himself.

When Henrik and The Duke drew close to the landing in front of Tossyth’s cave, there was a slight problem. The Duke was somewhat used to having one calm dragon nearby, but seeing three of the massive beasts scared him shitless. It took serious effort to keep him from bolting away.

“Hey!” Henrik shouted. Three dragon heads snapped around and stared at him like lions watching a wounded antelope. He felt the presence of their minds pressing against his, a massive weight like the mountain itself. He tried to send them images of his horse being scared, then the dragons moving inside the cave so he could pass by, then them resuming their socialization.

Annasta said nothing. Cazeth understood and slowly stood. Tossyth was excited to see Henrik, and she pulled the other two back into her cave.

“Alright, boy,” Henrik said, patting The Duke on the neck in an attempt to calm him. The horse was still terrified, but he finally finished the journey up the hill, then through the narrow gap that led to the valley. Once they were there, the horse relaxed.

Henrik steered The Duke near Anslie’s house, then dismounted and untacked the horse. He gave him a quick brushdown, then walked back toward the dragon cave. He was excited to see his friends, but he wanted to thank the dragons for letting him pass. A bit of manners never hurt.

When he approached the cave, the dragons were still emerging. Annasta came first and moved right for him.

She was definitely more slender than the others, but no less terrifying for it. Her golden eyes focused on him and she stepped forward, smelling him. Hot dragon breath nearly knocked Henrik over, but he stood his ground. This part was important.

Annasta’s lip curled, baring massive teeth. She exhaled hard, enough to make Henrik stumble. He stabilized himself and moved back in front of her. She didn’t like him, that much was immediately apparent. He tried to send a greeting to her.

What she sent in return felt like a knife being driven through his brain. Henrik grit his teeth and maintained eye contact with the surly dragon. She was using the force of her mind to try to overwhelm him. Resisting it wasn’t easy, especially since his sword was leaning against Anslie’s cabin.

Cazeth suddenly stepped forward and pushed Annasta’s head out of the way with her own. The two dragons stared at each other, something passing between them. Annasta finally bowed her head and stepped away.

“Thank you, mother,” Henrik said to Cazeth.

She sat back on her haunches so Henrik walked up to her and patted her leg. She found the gesture strange, but appreciated it.

A steel-colored mass of energy shot out of the cave and nearly tackled Henrik.

Calduin snapped his teeth in excitement and butted his head against Henrik, almost tripping him twice. Henrik laughed and scratched the dragon’s neck, which resulted in that purring sound. It had deepened as Calduin grew, and now sounded like a large dog.

And he had certainly grown. Henrik had only been gone a bit over a week but Calduin was nearly the size of a horse, now. He was still as playful as a toddler, which could be dangerous; he didn’t know his own strength yet.

Tossyth watched them both and Henrik felt approval coming from her. He tried to send a message to her pointing out how much Calduin had grown. Tossyth glanced at her son and pride practically radiated from her, as well as several images explaining the ridiculous amount of food the young dragon ate. She leaned her massive head over the small dragon and nuzzled him. Calduin’s purring noise grew even louder.

So many thoughts came from Calduin it was hard to sort through them. Henrik finally realized that Calduin wanted to show him something, so he reached out and ran his hand along the dragon’s neck to hopefully calm him a bit.

“Okay, show me,” Henrik said.

Calduin bounded a few steps toward the edge of the landing and opened his mouth. It took him a few tries, but he finally exhaled sharply and a three-foot gout of white-hot fire blasted from his mouth. He turned back to Henrik, excitement practically making him shake.

Henrik still didn’t know how to treat a dragon, but he was glad for the little guy. He held his arms out and Calduin quickly moved to him. Henrik hugged the dragon tightly, and Calduin wrapped his long neck around Henrik’s back. Tossyth watched them, and Henrik felt more approval from her. From Cazeth as well. Annasta just stared. Henrik felt nothing from her.

“Alright, you go back to your family for now,” Henrik said to Calduin. “I need to go see my friends, okay?”

Calduin pressed his head against Henrik’s chest. Henrik laughed and hugged the dragon, then rubbed his neck again and scratched under his chin. Calduin’s head was almost exactly the size of a horse’s head, but his strength was much greater.

“Okay, boy,” Henrik said, giving his dragon one last hug. It filled him with joy, seeing his dragon growing up this way; just a playful child, and not a hint of the violent mess he could otherwise become.

Henrik turned to walk back to the valley and saw someone standing there, leaning against the stone with her arms crossed.

She was not a tall woman; probably reaching only as high as his chest. Her dark hair was long, and framed a delicate face. Her build was slender, like a dancer. Golden eyes studied Henrik.

Henrik approached the woman. He couldn’t place an age to her; truth be told these dragon riders seemed to age differently than regular people. She seemed a bit older than the others, though.

“So, you’re Meriel,” Henrik said when he stood in front of her. This close, her beauty was stunning. Anslie and Isobel were truly gorgeous women; flawless even. But Meriel seemed almost unnaturally beautiful. If there ever was a perfect face, she had it.

“Annasta tells me you aren’t scared of her,” she said, her golden eyes watching him like a wolf. “I think that upset her. Dragons aren’t used to people being unafraid of them.”

“We just need to get to know each other,” he said.

“What kind of man are you that doesn’t fear a dragon?” Meriel asked.

Henrik shrugged. “I just do what needs to be done.” He didn’t know what else to say to that, so he held out his hand.

Meriel’s eyes went from his down to his hand and she just stared at it for a moment. Henrik kept his arm out and Meriel eventually reached out and placed her hand in his. Henrik bent down and kissed the back of her fingers.

A faint smile crossed her lips at that. “Thank you, Henrik. Manners are appreciated.”

“Shall we go see the others?” Henrik asked.

Meriel nodded. “Yes. You need to introduce me to your friends. I find them rather fascinating.”
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Once they passed through the narrow gap, Henrik turned to Meriel and offered her his arm. She looked amused for a moment, but reached up and gently held it. Her slender hand looked almost comically small against his massive upper arm. Together, they slowly walked toward Anslie’s cabin.

“I’m looking forward to getting to know you,” Henrik said.

She looked up at him. “I’m sure you are,” she replied.

Before he could say anything in return, Anslie emerged from her cabin, running at a full sprint.

“Henrik!” she said excitedly.

Meriel calmly stepped to the side and Anslie leaped onto Henrik, holding onto his shoulders while wrapping her legs around him.

“I missed you so much!” she said, covering the side of his face with kisses.

Henrik laughed and squeezed her until she squeaked. “It’s really good to see you, Anslie.” He gently set her down and she immediately slipped an arm around his waist. “Let’s go see the others.”

The three of them walked to Anslie’s cabin and entered, one at a time. Rasud and Shel were seated next to each other, holding hands.

“Does Anslie keep a horse inside her cabin?” Rasud asked Isobel. “I swear, I smell the foulest—Henrik! Oh, I was just thinking of you.”

Henrik laughed and stepped closer to his old friend. Rasud embraced him and they clapped each other on the back.

“It’s good to see you,” he said, and to his surprise, Shel stood and hugged him as well. She felt like Isobel; all hard muscle covered in soft curves. Rasud was a lucky man.

Anslie walked up and grabbed his arm. He looked over and smiled as he saw her standing on her toes. Henrik bent down and kissed her, feeling only slightly awkward due to the other women in the room.

“Cider for everyone?” Rasud asked as he walked toward the shelves where Anslie kept her carved wooden mugs. A few people replied in the affirmative so Rasud gathered up six mugs.

While he poured their drinks, Henrik looked around for a place to sit. All the chairs were taken, so he went over to the bed and sat on the edge, right next to Isobel. She took one look at him, stood up, and then sat on his lap, sideways with an arm around his shoulders. She pecked him on the cheek and shifted a bit, getting comfortable.

Anslie watched them and smiled. “You two are cute together. I suppose we’ll have to work out a rotation or take turns or something.” She laughed at that.

Isobel squeezed Henrik and looked up at him. “Learning to share you won’t be easy. I want you every day, all for myself.” She sighed. “But, Anslie and Meriel are my closest human friends, so yes, we’ll have to work something out.”

“But we’re here for something much more serious,” Meriel said. She looked over at Isobel and Henrik.

“Yes, Anslie said there was trouble on the horizon,” Rasud said as he brought everyone mugs of cider. “And when you’re involved, Henrik, the trouble always seems to be especially problematic.”

Henrik gave him a wry look. “Thanks. Well, it’s a good thing you two have those new faces. The orcs are on their way, marching right for us.”

“I knew it,” Shel said in a quiet voice as she set her mug down. “I fucking knew it. Chie—Torgan is with them, isn’t he?”

Henrik noted she refused to call Torgan by his title any longer. That was good. “They’re coming this way, and will be here in a day or two.”

“How many?” Rasud asked.

“We estimated around five thousand troops in total,” Isobel said, looking up at Henrik. He nodded..

“Can the dragons just take care of them?” Rasud asked.

Anslie shook her head. “It’s too risky. If we rode them, we’d be pincushioned with arrows in a matter of seconds. And even without us riding them, our dragons do have a few weak points. With that many soldiers, one of them would be bound to get a lucky strike in somewhere. I can’t risk my girl getting hurt.”

“Interestingly enough, Isobel tells me that Calduin could probably tear his way through their army,” Henrik said.

Isobel nodded. “Yes, but we want to avoid that. He’s doing a great job of growing up calmly. Him losing his temper like that could be disastrous for the entire realm.”

Rasud slowly twisted his mug on the wooden table. “So, let me make sure I understand this properly. An army of five thousand orcs is marching right for us and will be here shortly. I’m assuming Torgan wants the egg. He probably doesn’t know it’s hatched.”

“That is probably correct,” Shel said. “Although he might think he can capture Calduin alive somehow.”

Isobel scoffed. “He would learn the hard way just how strong a snow dragon is. Even a child like Calduin.”

“And we have Emyss to worry about,” Meriel added. “Calduin is growing quickly. Soon, Emyss will feel his presence and start looking for him.” Her gaze swung to Henrik. “I hope you’re ready.”

“I have no choice but to be ready,” Henrik said.

“Do you think he’s coming for you?” Rasud asked Shel.

“Almost certainly,” she replied. Her hand shook and she grabbed her mug to stop the tremors. “I know I look different, but he has other shamans. They’ll be able to tell it’s me. He’s here for the dragon, but he won’t pass over an opportunity for revenge, since I betrayed him.”

“Don’t worry. We won’t let him hurt you,” Henrik said. He felt Isobel’s grip tighten slightly on him as he said that.

“Thanks,” Shel replied. “I suppose the real question is how you’re going to handle an entire army of orcs, including the chief himself? There are only six of us, plus four dragons.”

“Let’s call it three and a half,” Rasud said with an amused smile.

Henrik had thought long and hard about this. Practically his entire journey from Isobel’s place to here, he had passed his time by pondering different scenarios. He thought about what orcs valued and what they saw as weakness. He thought about what would make them back down. All of his thoughts pointed to a very straightforward scenario.

He told his companions his plan. It was a simple plan, brutal in its efficiency. Everyone just stared at him for a moment. Even Isobel shifted on his lap to stare at him like he was an idiot.

“You can’t be serious,” Isobel said. “I know you’re brash, but—”

“I am,” Henrik replied.

“Haven’t we been through this before?” Rasud asked. “It’s a bad idea all around. We have the dragons, Shel and I have our magic, the ladies here have their magic. There are so many better options.”

“Yes, but those other options also have risks. I refuse to do anything that will jeopardize any of you.” Henrik squeezed Isobel briefly after saying that.

“I don’t know if your idea is brave or stupid,” Meriel said, tapping her lip. “Perhaps a bit of both. But it could work.”

“It’ll work,” Henrik said firmly. “Their honor won’t allow for anything else. It’s our only realistic option.”

“What are you two going to do?” Anslie asked Rasud and Shel.

Shel looked like she was going to be sick. Rasud reached out and took one of her hands in his.

“We’re here with all of you,” Rasud said. “All of us are a family, in a strange, slightly dysfunctional manner. At least, this is the closest thing I’ve ever had to a family. So no matter what, we will fight together.”

Shel smiled at him and nodded. “Yes. We will fight. Our magic can help tip the scales.”

“Yes, I also have to make sure you don’t die, old friend,” Rasud said to Henrik.

“I’ll be fine,” Henrik said. “Just make sure they don’t cheat.”

“Now that will take a lot of effort,” Rasud muttered.

“So, are we all going along with Henrik’s bad idea?” Anslie asked.

Several people opened their mouths but Henrik cut them off. “Yes. That is what we’re doing. And it’s not a bad idea, it just requires a certain situation. Fortunately, I know how to deal with their type.”

“Yes, at least you got your practice,” Rasud said.

“If you die, I will have Meriel bring you back from the dead so I can kill you myself,” Isobel said to Henrik. From the tone of her voice, she sounded serious.

Rasud tipped back his mug. “Once all this is done, I’m looking forward to settling down and starting a family with Shel.”

Shel blushed. She was still unused to what humans would call a normal life. She beamed a smile at Rasud, though.

“Is that the plan?” Henrik asked. “A house with a fireplace, a couple kids running around, sitting on a pile of gold?”

Rasud nodded, then looked over at Shel and gave her a gentle smile. “We have enough money, especially since you gave us your share, Henrik. We have enough that even our children will have gold in their coffers. I might have some fun and add a bit here and there, but I think I’m going to simply retire from being the best thief in all of Selfoss.”

Shel’s smile grew.

“What about your faces?” Henrik asked. “And, I’m assuming, the rest of your bodies. Are you going to remain human, or go back to your former selves?”

Rasud and Shel shared an uneasy look.

“We’ve talked about this,” Rasud said. “I feel like I have abandoned my true self, and I know Shel feels the same way. The change has not been easy. But the truth is, that spell was the single most painful thing I’ve ever experienced, and I never want to go through it again. Not for any reason.”

“I think I would rather die than feel like that again,” Shel said. “That was truly horrible. I still have nightmares about it sometimes.”

Rasud gave her a sympathetic smile. “And with our new faces, we can live a normal life in Selfoss. It would have been much more difficult for us, otherwise.” Rasud snapped his fingers. “Oh, and I have some investment ideas I wanted to run by you.”
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Figuring out a sleeping arrangement proved to be rather difficult, and not just because Henrik had to split his attention three ways. Anslie’s cottage simply wasn’t large enough. Rasud and Shel went outside and slept beneath an apple tree, cuddled on their layered bedrolls. Meriel didn’t put up much of a fight, as she didn’t know Henrik yet.

Isobel, however, straight-up refused to be away from him. She was possessive and needy in a way that Henrik loved. She wanted his hands on her at all times. And so ultimately, Anslie and Meriel slept in the cottage, sharing Anslie’s bed. Henrik and Isobel cuddled outside and slept beneath the stars.

After the sun had gone down and the valley turned dark, they made love. At least, they started to; Isobel stopped suddenly and buried her face in Henrik’s neck.

“Are you alright?” he asked, lifting her face to his.

“I’m just scared about tomorrow,” Isobel said. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“Everything is going to be fine,” Henrik said. “I’ve done this before. Try not to worry so much.”

She remained on top of him, but laid her head back on his shoulder. They eventually fell asleep that way. Once her breathing slowed, Henrik grabbed their blanket and did his best to arrange it on top of her so she wouldn’t get cold.

It always surprised Henrik just how well he slept with the weight of a woman on his chest. He never felt suffocated or smothered; not at all. He simply felt happy. Perhaps this was something of love; Anslie had promised him she would teach him the meaning of love. Well, she and Isobel were doing a great job so far. He could get used to this.

Morning finally came, and when Henrik woke he remained in place. Isobel was curled up on his chest, her head to one side. He wanted to run his fingers through her red hair, but he didn’t want to risk waking her. And so he simply laid there, happy. He tried to send those feelings to Calduin through their bond. The young dragon responded with curiosity.

“What did you tell him?” Isobel murmured.

Henrik gently wrapped his arms around her and brushed her hair back from her face. “I was just trying to send him this moment, and how I felt.”

“And how do you feel?” she asked.

Henrik thought for a moment about how to answer. “I think I’m beginning to truly understand what love is.”

Isobel smiled and snuggled against him for a moment. “You make a good pillow,” she said. “I’m glad you’re so damn big.”

“It comes in handy sometimes,” Henrik said. He took a deep breath. “I suppose we should get up.”

“Stop it. I’m trying to avoid thinking about what’s going to happen later today.” Isobel moved around, ensuring she was comfortable. She made it clear she didn’t want to move.

Henrik bent forward and kissed the top of her head with a smile. He could lie there all day with her and be happy.

“Oh, alright,” Isobel grumbled. She finally moved off of him and pushed herself up to her hands and knees. She glanced over at him, her naked skin pebbled from the cool air.

“Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?” Henrik asked.

“No, you haven’t,” Isobel said. “But I recommend you start soon, as I’m getting impatient.”

Henrik laughed as he reached over and grabbed onto Isobel. He pulled her back on top of him, bringing a yelp from her.

“Do we have to face the world today?” Isobel asked, her face pressed against his neck.

“Unfortunately, yes, my love,” Henrik replied. He squeezed her tightly, then finally released her.

They slowly sat up, and after several stretches and yawns, stood. Henrik handed Isobel a blanket and she smiled graciously. After wrapping the blankets around themselves, they slowly walked across the valley, all the way to the narrow waterfall and pond. Isobel dipped her toe in and made a horrified face.

“Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me,” she said, looking over at Henrik.

Henrik just smiled at her as he dropped his blanket and jumped right into the pond.

Icy water immediately covered him. It felt like being buried in snow, perhaps even worse. Henrik allowed himself several curses underwater, where no one could hear. Once his head rose above the surface, he was all smiles again.

“Come clean yourself off,” Henrik said.

Isobel muttered several curses with Henrik’s name in them, then closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and jumped into the pond.

She landed in waist-deep water and let out a shriek that probably woke everyone else. From the look on her face, Henrik thought she might attack him, but she just dropped her head beneath the surface and tried to scrub herself off. She emerged a few seconds later, eyes wide, teeth chattering.

“Oh, you’re going to pay for that one,” Isobel said as she hurried out of the water.

Henrik just smiled and kept his eyes on her ass and thighs. It was delightful how they moved when she ran like that.

With a laugh, he hopped out of the pond and grabbed his blanket. It wasn’t the best towel, but it was good enough. Isobel leaned against him and he put his arm around her, then together they walked across the valley.

“Did someone get murdered over there?” Rasud asked as they walked by. He noted Isobel’s chattering teeth. “Ahh, nevermind. Not looking forward to that myself.”

As they walked closer to the cottage, Anslie’s head emerged from the doorway. She saw them both, noting their wet hair, then laughed.

When they walked into the cottage, Anslie was arranging several pieces of wood on her hearth. After a moment with flint and steel, she had a small fire going, and gestured for Henrik and Isobel to come closer.

“Once Calduin gets his fire breath in, you should be able to create fire in your hands. That’ll come in handy for situations like that,” Anslie said. “Now get over here and warm up. It’s chilly this morning, so I know that water was cold.”

“I think it was the single most unpleasant experience of my life,” Isobel said. She opened her blanket in front of her, allowing some warmth to soak into her skin.

Meriel rolled over on the bed and stretched. Even with her messy hair and groggy eyes, she was absolutely stunning. Henrik watched as Meriel pushed herself up to a seated position and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her nightshirt was unlaced in the front, giving Henrik a peek at her small, perky breasts. Her legs were slender as well.

Meriel noticed him watching, but didn’t react. She simply watched him in return.

“This fire feels amazing,” Isobel said, turning so she could get some warmth on her backside.

Meriel reached up and gently pushed on the collar of her nightshirt until it hung off one shoulder, giving Henrik a clear view of one of her breasts. She reached both arms overhead and stretched, twisting one way then the other. She just watched him, waiting to see how he reacted.

Henrik found himself licking his lips like a hungry animal. Each of these women had very different bodies—the callimastian Anslie was tall and voluptuous, Isobel was athletic with that ridiculous bubble butt, and it looked like Meriel was petite and slender—yet they were each breathtaking.

“Alright, now my turn,” Meriel said. Her eyes flicked down to the blanket that Henrik held around himself.

Henrik realized she wanted to see him naked. There was something odd in her golden gaze and the way she looked at him. He felt like he was being coldly examined and measured.

“Oh, come on,” Isobel said. Before Henrik could say anything, she yanked his blanket away.

And so Henrik found himself standing there, fully naked in front of three women that were destined to love him. He was just glad he had taken a moment to warm himself in front of the fire first.

“How I missed that,” Anslie said, staring longingly at his body.

Meriel just eyed him up and down. She seemed to approve but it was hard to tell. Her face didn’t give much away.

“You two are terrible,” Isobel muttered.

Henrik opened his mouth to ask what she meant, but Isobel suddenly slapped him firmly on his bare ass. The moment he tried to move she stepped on his toes. Henrik toppled forward and stumbled straight for the bed.

Meriel’s eyes widened but she remained in place as Henrik crashed into her. While he was twice her size, he at least made sure not to accidentally hit her with anything hard, like his head or elbow. He did, however, smother her rather completely.

Henrik immediately rolled off the beautiful woman, and to his surprise she clung to him like a spider. He remained on his back, one leg hanging off the bed, with Meriel seated right on top of him. Whether by accident or on purpose, she had straddled his crotch. He could feel her warm wetness against his rapidly growing erection.

“Are you alright?” Henrik asked, checking her arms and face, making sure he hadn’t accidentally hit her.

“Wow, look at that thing,” Anslie said. From where she was standing, she could see everything.

“Yes, I am,” Meriel said. “And judging by this sudden swelling I feel coming from you, you’re alright as well.”

Isobel threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, that was great. You two look so cute together. I swear, if I wasn’t the jealous type I’d encourage you two to just do it right now and get it over with. He’s a lot of fun, Meriel.”

Meriel just kept her eyes on Henrik. Her face still showed little emotion, but he could feel it in other parts of her body.

“Yes, well I suppose we have more important things to worry ourselves about today,” Meriel said. She raised a leg and removed herself from Henrik, then calmly rearranged her nightshirt and got off the bed.

Henrik felt slightly awkward, lying there with an erection. Both Isobel and Anslie stared at him like they were going to tackle him. Instead, he grabbed some of his clothes and began pulling them on. Meriel did the same thing, although Henrik caught her stealing glances at him.

And their timing was excellent, for Rasud and Shel entered the cottage only a few moments later.

“Good morning, my dear friends!” Rasud said. Even Shel seemed in a good mood.

Rasud walked straight to the kitchen area and began preparing breakfast for everyone. That was a role he had fallen into recently, especially since meeting Shel. Rasud, the chef. Well, at least he was good at it.

“I just want to ask one last time,” Anslie said. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Henrik gave her a smile. “The brave may not live forever, but cowards never live at all. I am not afraid, and everything will be fine.”

“Well, he’s nothing if not confident,” Meriel said.

“Yes, my friend Henrik has always been a well of confidence and iron will,” Rasud said. “I think he could teach a mule how to be stubborn, as well.”

“Well, let’s eat so we can go,” Anslie said.

Together, the six of them enjoyed a nice breakfast. They kept their conversation light and Rasud made everyone laugh, as he often did. It was a great start to a day that would likely be stressful.
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It was a strange group that set out from Anslie’s valley later that morning. One massive man with wild black hair rode astride a fine horse, and to his side rode his close friends, both of whom were shamans. Behind them in the sky, three massive dragons circled lazily, riding currents and scouting the area.

Perhaps the most fascinating thing was the fourth dragon.

Calduin, now the size of a horse, walked next to The Duke. Fortunately, he was on his best behavior, so other than rolling his eyes and showing his teeth, the horse handled things well.

Where are we going? Calduin asked after they had been walking for a couple hours.

“To meet with some people,” Henrik said, choosing his words carefully. “These are bad people, but I’m going to take care of everything and keep you safe.”

If they’re bad, can I eat them? Calduin asked.

Henrik laughed. “Try not to eat anyone, okay buddy?”

Okay. I don’t have to eat them. I can do other things. Calduin slowed and Henrik twisted in his saddle to watch the young dragon.

Calduin opened his mouth and made a coughing noise. Henrik wondered for a moment what he was doing when a three-foot gout of white-hot flame suddenly shot out of his mouth. Even from twenty feet away, Henrik could feel the searing heat. The Duke danced a few steps and Henrik used a firm hand to keep him calm.

It’s getting better! Calduin said, practically overwhelmed with excitement. He flapped his wings a few times, nearly lifting himself off the ground, then blew another line of fire into the air.

“How is your flying going?” Henrik asked.

While the dragon wasn’t physically capable of smiling, Henrik could have sworn he saw the animal grin. Calduin bounded a few steps, his wings beating hard, and lifted into the air. He flapped his wings furiously and sped past the riders, roughly ten feet in the air.

“Oh, wow!” Shel said. “Look, Rasud!”

“Huh?” Rasud turned from where he had been watching the horizon. “Oh, holy shit. I have never seen anything grow that quickly before. Henrik, he’ll be carrying you in another month.”

Henrik couldn’t help but feel a stab of pride at how well Calduin was doing. Yes, he was growing like a weed and could now breathe fire, but Henrik had worked hard on sending the young dragon feelings of love, acceptance, and peace every day. The not-so-little guy was like a curious toddler. Henrik had no worries about him becoming chaotic and violent.

Henrik looked up and found Tossyth. He tried to send a message to her, to get her to look. A second later her head snapped around and she watched her son fly a full hundred feet before dropping to the ground. Pride and approval practically came from Tossyth.

“Do you think he’ll handle it well?” Rasud asked in a quiet, serious voice.

Henrik watched as Calduin turned around and hurried back towards them. “I think he’ll be okay,” he said. “I just have to make sure he understands that he is to look menacing and watch and nothing else. That I may be committing acts of violence, but he is not supposed to. Hopefully he doesn’t feel like it’s an unfair double standard.”

“Hopefully he doesn’t feel the need to protect you,” Shel said, watching the dragon with concern as he bounded back to them.

The way he ran almost reminded Henrik of a squirrel, albeit one that probably weighed a full ton or more. He thought again about the time Tossyth had expressed a bit of mild frustration at the ridiculous amount of food her son ate.

“He’ll be okay,” Henrik said. He leaned over in his saddle and stretched a hand out. Calduin rubbed the side of his face against Henrik’s hand, then continued with his neck.

His scales felt rather fascinating. They were soft and shiny, almost slick. It reminded Henrik of the smoothness of snake scales. However, he could feel the strength beneath, the impenetrable nature of the dragon scales. The sharpest spears in all the land would bend and break against even this young dragon’s hide.

Henrik reminded himself to collect the skins Calduin had shed when they returned. That was a valuable commodity and he would probably need it to build a saddle, as Isobel had done.

“Forgive me for the comparison,” Rasud said, glancing up at the sky toward Tossyth. “And don’t tell his mother I said this. But he reminds me of both a dog and a cat at the same time.”

“Yes, I agree,” Henrik said, watching the young dragon play for a moment before returning to them. “With the curiosity of a toddler. I find it rather fascinating.”

Shel watched the dragon with open fear in her eyes. “He seems like such a sweet boy. I really hope he stays that way. I can’t imagine what would happen if he changed.”

“Well, the important thing is that he’s going to be okay,” Henrik said. “Are you going to tell Torgan who you are?”

Shel shook her head. “There would be no benefit to drawing his ire. Plus, there is a good chance his other shamans will be able to tell, somehow.”

“How would they know?” Henrik asked. “You became a completely different race.”

“Ancestral magic is only found among the orcs,” Shel said. “If they sense me using it, they’ll know something is off. Plus, there are ways they can tell. Their spirits will know me.”

“Don’t worry, my dear,” Rasud said. “You know I’ll protect you from anything.”

Shel smiled at him.

Henrik looked up and saw Meriel racing toward them on Annasta. The speed at which they flew still blew his mind. Even with straps, how did she not fall off?

Henrik tried to send a message to Meriel, but he had not bonded with her yet, so he was unable. Perhaps her dragon could have read his mind, but Annasta didn’t seem to like him yet. He briefly wondered how he’d win the dragon over. That was something to worry about on another day.

Fortunately, Meriel flew to the other dragons and circled around them for a moment. Something passed between them, and then Isobel sent images to Henrik through their bond.

“We’re close,” Henrik told Rasud and Shel. “It sounds like they’ve slowed down a little to eat lunch, but we’re heading right for them. I think she’s telling me another hour and we’ll see them..”

Rasud frowned. “You’ll excuse me if I’m not excited.” He took a deep breath and turned to Henrik. “And you’re sure about this?”

Henrik shrugged. “It worked last time.”

“I’m not sure if that’s how I would describe it,” Rasud said. “This is dangerous, and if anything happens to you or if you lose control, Calduin will lose his shit.”

“I know, I know,” Henrik said. “Things are going to be fine, though. I keep saying this, but everything is going to be okay. Really.”

Everything had to be okay. He had no other choice.

“Speaking of lunch, we should eat something,” Rasud said. He twisted around and began digging through his saddlebags. “Henrik?”

“No, thank you,” he replied. “I’d rather be on an empty stomach.”

Rasud and Shel both enjoyed a light lunch in the saddle while Henrik just tried to clear his mind. They rode in silence for some time that way.

With how flat the orc wastes were, he could see the army in the far distance. It sprawled across the horizon, stretching far to each side.

Henrik reached down and checked his sword, hanging from the front of his saddle. The handle was just the right size for his large hands, and the slightly curved hilt was both decorative and functional. He unsheathed it a few inches, watching how the sunlight reflected off the black blade, then pushed it back in.

To his left, Tossyth landed, surprisingly gentle for such a large beast. She lumbered closer to them, but kept enough distance not to spook the horses. On the right, Cazeth and Annasta landed.

Henrik felt waves of excitement coming from Calduin. He tried to send calming emotions to the young dragon, but he knew that would be hard.

“You might get angry or afraid at what you see,” he told Calduin. “It’s important that you stay calm. Just stick next to your mother, okay?”

The dragon looked at him for a moment, then let out a small huffing noise. He could feel Henrik’s stress level, and it was rubbing off on him.

They slowly continued across the dry savannah, until they finally drew near to the army. Here at ground level, their numbers stretched far into the distance.

A wall of soldiers formed, each holding a long spear and a large shield. They parted and a tall orc with graying hair walked between them. He approached the horses and dragons, clearly unsure as to who was in charge.

Henrik swung down from his horse and sent a few calming messages to Calduin. The little guy was practically shaking with excitement and anticipation. Once he felt the dragon had calmed a bit, he directed him to stand next to his mother. After that, Henrik approached the tall orc.

“Who is this, that rides with four dragons at his back?” the tall man asked. He wore light armor and had several knots of rank on his right shoulder, but his sword remained sheathed. He looked to both sides, noting the dragons, then looked back to Henrik. “Who dares to face the great army of Chief Torgan?”

“I dare,” Henrik said in a calm voice. “His armies do not frighten me, nor does Torgan himself. But I know he has come to harm those important to me. I would speak to him.”

The tall orc inclined his head at hearing that. “And you think you are worthy of his time?”

“I am the first male dragon rider in more than a thousand years,” Henrik said. “I can snap my fingers and my dragon will tear through your army like wet paper. So if he knows what’s good for him, he will make time to talk to me.”

The tall orc bristled at that comment, but nodded. “Very well. What message do you wish for me to take to him?”

Henrik took a deep breath. It was time to roll the dice.

“I know why he’s here,” Henrik said. “He wants the egg, but it hatched some time ago. But him bringing an entire army shows both hostility and cowardice. If he is not man enough to handle his business himself, then no one should follow him.”

“What exactly are you saying?” the tall orc said, clearly irritated at what he was hearing.

“I challenge Torgan to a duel,” Henrik said, raising his voice so that it carried across the land. Let everyone hear his words. “We will settle this with steel, right here, today.”
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Murmurs and whispers rippled through the ranks of soldiers. Even their discipline couldn’t stop that once word reached them that someone had challenged the chief himself. Several of the soldiers eyed Henrik in a manner that said they were sizing him up.

Henrik calmly walked back to his horse. Rasud and Shel watched him closely, Shel with open concern on her face.

“Are you sure this is wise?” she asked, then shook her head. “Well, I suppose it’s too late to ask that now.”

“You of all people should know that I can do this,” Henrik said.

Shel pursed her lips. “Yakha was a fierce warrior, yes. And they cheated and you still won, but your temper came out. You can’t depend on your temper today, Henrik. Calduin can’t handle that. From what Anslie has told me, it would be a disaster.”

“I’ll be fine,” Henrik said. “I’ve been working on myself. I don’t believe my temper is an issue any longer.”

“Now that Calduin can breathe fire, can you do anything with it?” Rasud asked.

Henrik frowned. “I’m not sure.” He closed his eyes and tried to feel through his bond with Calduin. He sent a question to the dragon about fire, but Calduin replied with so much excitement it was hard to understand him. Henrik thought he felt something within himself, a well of heat and power, but after a few minutes he couldn’t figure out how to use it.

“Well, may your sword strike true, my friend,” Rasud said.

“Listen, Henrik,” Shel said. “Torgan is an incredibly capable fighter. It was his ferocity that made him a chief in the first place, and he used that to either slay the other chiefs or force them to kneel to him, so that he could be the one chief over all the orc people. He is vicious in a way you might not be familiar with.”

Henrik’s entire life had revolved around violence, so he was quite certain he would be able to handle the orc chief. But, Shel was showing genuine concern for him, and he wanted to respect that.

“Thank you, Shel. Rasud, can you use your magic to help me?”

Rasud nodded. “Come here.”

Henrik walked up to the shaman’s horse and stood there while Rasud pulled out his short staff. He chanted for a moment, then simply spoke with his ancestors.

“I’ve never seen anyone do it like that before,” Shel said quietly.

Truth be told, Rasud seemed to be having a conversation with his ancestral spirits, though no one could hear his words. After a moment he looked down at Henrik. He spoke a few more silent words, and Rasud’s spirits went to work.

Smokey shapes appeared out of nowhere and dragged their hands along Henrik’s skin. Some touched his legs, some focused on his arms, but wherever they touched, tiredness was washed away. Henrik felt full of vitality and life.

“That is the best I can do,” Rasud said.

“Thank you,” Henrik said. “I want both of you close to me, in case he tries to cheat. Or, perhaps I should say, when he tries to cheat.”

Rasud nodded. “We’ll be there.”

After a moment they both stepped down from their horses. Henrik looked over his shoulder, then decided to approach the army again. Let them see that he was ready and waiting. Shel and Rasud followed.

“They like making us wait, don’t they?” Rasud said after half an hour had passed. “Perhaps that’s part of his plan, to simply make us stand around until we drop dead from boredom.”

“It probably just took a while for word to get to him,” Henrik said. “It’s a big army, after all.”

A few minutes later, something passed through the soldiers. Orders, probably. They began moving, slowly forming into a large U-shape. The soldiers kept their large shields in front of them, but grounded the butts of their spears on the ground, showing they didn’t intend on using them.

Henrik turned and made eye contact with Isobel, the nearest one of his partners. Come, he sent to her.

A few seconds later, the three massive dragons slowly approached. Cazeth beat her wings just once and opened her mouth as she looked across the army. Vibrations from her heavy steps could be felt in the hard ground. Her hard green eyes scanned the soldiers like so many ants ready to be stepped on. From her back, Isobel’s fiery red hair whipped in the wind. Her gaze on the soldiers was nearly as frightening.

Annasta was next. The youngest of the three, she moved quickly into place, helping to form a wall at the opening of the U-shape the soldiers made. Annasta made a rattling, hissing sound in her throat, then sat on her haunches and stared with her wolf-like golden eyes. Meriel watched everyone impassively.

Tossyth was last. The calmest of the dragons, she simply walked into place and settled down. Anslie remained in her saddle, concern plain on her face as she looked at Henrik. He gave her a smile.

Calduin scurried up next to his mother, snapping his teeth toward the soldiers. Tossyth leaned her great head down and nuzzled the young dragon, which calmed him. Henrik sent feelings of calmness to him to try to help.

He turned and looked over the soldiers. They were clearly terrified, some of them visibly shaking, but they held their positions. The U-shape they had formed would be the location of the duel.

Henrik calmly walked to the center of the area. He hooked his thumbs behind his belt and tried to look calm as he waited. Henrik feared no man, but the stakes were incredibly high for this fight. One mistake and the entire world could suffer. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Calduin watching him closely. The dragon was nervous. Tossyth again tried comforting her son.

I will be okay, Henrik sent to his dragon. I know you are afraid, but I will be okay.

If they hurt you, I will eat them, Calduin replied after a moment.

Henrik couldn’t help but smile at the comment. The young dragon was being protective of his human. Something about it was equally sweet and terrifying.

Just stay by your mother and be calm, Henrik sent him, and turned back around.

“Here he comes,” Shel said. Henrik could hear the fear in her voice.

Several of the soldiers stepped aside, creating a space to enter. Two orc women dressed in robes stepped into the ring first.

“Shamans,” Shel said. She did not sound happy about that at all.

After that, Chief Torgan himself stepped into the ring.

He was a large man, roughly the size of Henrik himself. While his long, braided hair was mostly gray, the years had not softened him at all. Hard black eyes stared from the face of a cold-blooded killer.

“No armor?” he asked after looking at Henrik for a moment. His voice was cold and almost completely emotionless.

Henrik wore only pants and a shirt. He shook his head.

Torgan nodded, then held both of his thick arms out to the side. The two witch-women immediately began unbuckling his gilded leather armor, then pulled it off. They handed the armor to the soldiers behind them, who treated it as if it was a holy object.

Thick slabs of muscle covered Torgan’s bulky frame. The years had added a bit of fat to his midsection, but in a manner that made him look like a boulder instead of soft. He flexed his massive hands several times while keeping his hard eyes on Henrik.

“So, tell me who you are,” Torgan said.

“Henrik of Selfoss. I am the first male dragon rider in more than a thousand years. I know you sought the egg; the young dragon you see behind me is what hatched from it.”

“There is immense power in dragons of all ages,” one of the witch-women said from behind Torgan. “Even hatched, it is still priceless.”

“You are a fool if you think you can have the dragon,” Henrik grated.

Torgan smiled, a horrible sight. “My witches have magic you couldn’t even begin to fathom. I will have your dragon, and eating his heart will grant me power unheard of.”

Henrik nodded. “That is the stakes of our duel, then. I win, your army turns around and leaves. You win, you can try to take the dragon.”

Torgan nodded. “I accept.” He smiled as if he knew something Henrik didn’t. “What is your choice of weapon?”

Henrik patted his sword.

Torgan looked at it for a moment. “The blade of a dragon rider?”

Henrik nodded.

“I’m no fool,” Torgan said. “You’ll cut through my blade in ten strokes. No, if you want to fight me then we will be on equal grounds. Steel against steel.”

Henrik reached down and unfastened his sword belt, then handed it to Shel. She took it and held it in both arms as if it were a live snake.

“Don’t try to draw the sword or it’ll hurt you,” Henrik said to her. Her eyes widened.

Henrik turned back to Torgan. “I need a sword, then.”

Torgan pointed at the soldiers surrounding them. “You may have a sword from any one of my soldiers.”

“How do I know you’re not setting me up with an inferior weapon?” Henrik asked.

Torgan laughed. “Good. Trust is a weakness.” He reached down and unbuckled his sword belt, then threw it to Henrik. “There. Use my sword.” After that, he walked to the nearest soldier and took his weapon.

Henrik drew the blade and examined it. It was long and double-edged, only slightly longer than what Henrik was used to. The hilt was sized so that it could be wielded with either one or two hands. It was a fine weapon, high enough quality for a king but with zero embellishments.

“And who are your friends?” Torgan asked. He twirled his sword a few times, then grounded the point on the hard ground and leaned on it.

“They’re here to make sure you don’t cheat,” Henrik said. “I’ve dueled orcs before and I know they don’t play fair.”

Torgan’s face twisted into a scowl. “So, you’re the one my scout told me about. Of the entire party sent to fetch the egg, he was the only survivor. He told me of a savage brute that took a sword in the gut and still managed to defeat Yakha.” His eyes went to Rasud and Shel again, this time coldly examining them.

“They have ancestral magic, chief,” one of his witch-women said.

Torgan took a step closer, staring at Shel. “I knew you looked familiar,” he said in a voice that promised violence. “You betrayed your chief. You abandoned your people. And now, you’ve abandoned your own race.” He spat on the ground.

Shel’s chin lifted. “I abandoned a society that only gave me value because of my magic,” she said in a heated tone. “Take that away and I had nothing.”

“Your fight is with me, not her,” Henrik said.

Torgan raised a thick finger and pointed it at Shel. “Once I kill this pig-skinned son of a whore, I’m coming for you.”

Rasud stepped in front of Shel. His face was dark with anger, but his voice was calm, the way it was often calm when he was ready to kill someone. “If you threaten her again, I’ll kill you where you stand and end this whole ordeal.” He held his short staff in a white-knuckled grip.

Torgan chuckled low in his throat. “And just what do you think you can do, little man?”

“Enough,” Henrik said firmly. “I came here to fight, not to talk.”

Torgan’s face turned hard. “Then let us end this.”
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Henrik raised his sword with both hands and faced Torgan. The massive orc readied his sword as well, and for a moment the two men slowly circled each other, taking note of small things. How he held his sword, how his footwork was. Henrik’s sword was longer, giving him an advantage, but Torgan was older and more experienced. Plus, he was an orc.

Torgan rushed forward with a lightning-fast slice right at Henrik’s neck, his blade moving almost too fast to see. Henrik flicked his wrists and blocked the attack, but Torgan immediately followed it up with a slash aimed at his thigh. Henrik met it with equal speed and the two men stayed there, blades pressed together hard, glaring at each other, testing each other’s strength. The orc chief was as strong as a bear; veins stood out on both men’s necks, but their swords didn’t move an inch.

Torgan suddenly pushed on his blade and took a step back. He scowled at Henrik, spinning his sword first one way, then the other. They continued to circle each other, neither man making the first move, just watching.

Anger poured through his bond with Calduin. Henrik had to take a moment to calm the young dragon and remind him that everything was going to be okay. He could hear Calduin making his low growling noise in the distance. It sounded like he was gargling rocks.

His next attack was different, but just as fast. He thrust forward into a lunge, then at the last minute dropped lower, seeking to skewer Henrik through his gut. Henrik’s sword was there and pushed the attacks aside, although just barely. Torgan was a highly skilled opponent, and the years had not slowed him one bit. He struck like a viper.

Torgan once again pulled back, looking Henrik up and down. He was testing him, seeing how he reacted. Henrik just stood there and let him do it. This was going to be a long fight, and he wanted to conserve his energy.

This time, Torgan rushed forward with a diagonal swing. Henrik immediately parried, and Torgan twisted his wrists, trying to disarm him. Henrik held on tightly and his riposte swiped right in front of Torgan’s face, missing his nose by a hair’s breadth.

Torgan took a step back again, this time with a look of stern appreciation on his scarred face. “It’s been a long time since I’ve fought a worthy opponent.” He raised his sword in front of him. “It will be an honor to shed your blood.”

Henrik took a split second to glance to both sides, ensuring no one was drawing a knife to throw at him. Everything looked safe so far, but he knew not to trust orcs. All of the soldiers still held their shields and spears upright. Neither of the witches had done anything.

Henrik went on the offensive this time, using the momentum of his long sword in fast, circular swings. Torgan ducked back from a swipe aimed right at his throat, then deflected the next two.

Torgan’s counterattack was blisteringly fast. His sword was a blur as it lashed out, slashing and chopping. It took every bit of Henrik’s concentration just to follow Torgan’s blade, but the orc was incredibly fast. After only a matter of seconds, a thin red line on Henrik’s ribs leaked blood into his shirt.

A rush of anger came from Calduin, almost threatening to trigger Henrik’s temper. He sent peace and calm back to the dragon, and assurance that he was alright.

He had to keep Torgan on the defensive if this was to work. Henrik launched himself into a series of attacks that would have killed a lesser man in a matter of seconds, but Torgan met every single one and turned it aside.

“You’re fast, for a human,” Torgan said through clenched teeth. “A worthy opponent is—”

“You talk too much,” Henrik growled, lunging straight for the man’s heart.

Torgan twisted to the side and brought his sword up, saving himself from the attack but earning a nasty cut across his shoulder. He wasted no time and pressed Henrik, his sword moving so fast it almost seemed like two men attacking simultaneously.

But Henrik already knew how he was going to win this fight. Torgan was too skilled of a swordsman to make the kind of blatant mistake that often led to a death stroke. No, Henrik would have to bleed him, one cut at a time. And it was going to take a while.

Torgan ducked his head back to avoid a wicked slash, but Henrik’s next attack scored a line of pain across the orc’s chest. Torgan shouted several curses and his face darkened in anger.

One of the soldiers began striking the hard ground with the butt of his spear. “Death! Death! Death!” He chanted. It didn’t take long for other soldiers to pick it up, and soon every soldier surrounding the ring had joined in.

Henrik tried to glance around every few seconds, but taking his attention off Torgan was too risky. He beat one of the orc’s swipes to the side and moved in close, slamming his head into the orc’s face.

But at the same time, Torgan’s ham-sized fist took Henrik right in the stomach. It felt like getting kicked by a horse.

Both men staggered back a step, Torgan glaring through a mask of blood and Henrik wheezing and trying to catch his breath. Calduin’s rage poured through their bond. Henrik struggled to calm the young dragon, but the loud chants of “Death! Death! Death!” made it much more difficult. It took all of his concentration to keep his temper under control; Calduin’s rage seemed to be trying to trigger it.

Henrik moved in again, launching into a series of attacks with every bit of skill he possessed. Sweat covered Torgan’s face and cleared some of the blood; he was good, but finally starting to realize that Henrik was the better swordsman, even if only by a hair’s breadth.

Death! Death! Death!

Luck was with Henrik, and he managed to slip past Torgan’s defense and cut a line across the back of his forearm. Not enough to affect his grip strength, but enough that the blood would eventually become problematic.

Death! Death! Death!

Torgan bellowed in rage and redoubled his efforts. Henrik narrowly avoided a chopping slash that would have ruined his shoulder, but managed to slice Torgan’s stomach in return. The orc briefly glanced over his shoulder, then raised his sword again.

Death! Death Death!

Torgan’s black eyes tried to burn a hole through Henrik. The two men slowly circled each other, waiting for the other man to attack. It was then, from the corner of his vision, that Henrik saw one of the witch-women holding a staff and chanting.

“Rasud!” Henrik shouted. “The witch!”

“Damn her!” Rasud said.

But it was too late. Torgan closed the distance between them and swung his sword in an overhead arc with enough force to shatter bones. Henrik brought his sword up and blocked it. The air around his right arm almost seemed to solidify, holding it in place.

Shock and outrage poured through his bond with Calduin. The young dragon felt Henrik’s rage at the realization that they had cheated. Anger boiled over the edges, burning everything.

Death! Death! Death!

With a snarl of triumph, Torgan brought his sword back around, chopping through Henrik’s right arm at the elbow.

Henrik staggered to his knees in shock. Half of his arm was right there on the ground, in front of him, still holding onto his sword. Raw, unfiltered rage built up inside him, like a volcano preparing to explode. Calduin went into a frenzy, and the volcano erupted. He was out of control, and even his mother couldn’t calm him.

The witch-woman screamed as her face suddenly burst into flames. Henrik thought he heard Rasud cursing loudly, but it was hard to concentrate. Calduin’s anger was otherworldly, and consumed Henrik completely. People began screaming somewhere off to the left, and the soldiers looked around them, trying to see what had happened.

Fire built up in Henrik’s core and filled his veins. It was like a thing alive, like pure rage and hatred turned into raw energy. He held his hand up and flames burst into existence above his palm. He reached over and cauterized his right arm at the elbow so he could continue fighting.

“You son of a bitch!” a large orc man shouted as he turned and walked up to Henrik. “Your dragon is mine! You should have known better than to fuck with what belongs to me!” He pulled back his arm and rammed his sword into Henrik’s side, right between his lower ribs. “And now you’re going to die in pain. I’m going to make it hurt.” He twisted the blade and two of Henrik’s ribs cracked.

Henrik barely felt the sword go in. All he could feel was the fire inside him.

A horrible shrieking noise, like metal being torn, made the soldiers cover their ears. A gout of fire suddenly blasted into the air to Henrik’s left. The large orc man took a few steps in that direction and tried to see what was happening. Henrik just watched him coldly. After a moment, the orc man looked back at him.

“So, the demon comes out,” the large orc man said. “This is what my scout described to me. Hard to fight with one arm, though. Bow your head and I’ll make your death clean.”

Henrik pushed himself to his feet and stared the man down. He would die next. Then everyone else. Calduin’s rage filled him completely and spilled over. The only thoughts in Henrik’s head involved killing.

“Henrik!” A woman’s voice shouted.

Henrik’s head snapped to the left right as a beautiful woman with black hair threw him a sword. He reached out with his left hand and caught it by the hilt, then brought it around right in time to block a decapitating blow from the orc. The fire gave Henrik strength, and he beat at the orc man, his black blade taking pieces of the orc’s sword with each strike. The fight would be over in seconds at this rate.

“You should be dead!” the orc shouted in a panicked voice. Pathetic.

Henrik used the fire again. He called it from deep within himself, from his very soul, and sent a blast of white-hot fire into the orc’s face, melting his eyes and skin. The orc screamed and clutched at his ruined face, and Henrik rammed his sword into the man’s heart. He pulled it out and kicked the orc onto his back, then left, not even waiting to watch the orc die.

Men surrounded him, soldiers with spears and shields. Some of them were panicking, especially now that the large orc man was dead. Henrik chose the nearest man and charged him.

He caught the orc by surprise and thrust his sword through his neck. Twisting the blade, he tore it out through the front, sending chunks of throat meat onto the ground. By the time the next orc had even seen Henrik, the top half of his head was missing.

Henrik moved like a storm, hacking orcs into pieces and burning them with fire. People screamed all around him; men screamed in agony as something threw their bodies into the air, several women screamed behind him, even calling his name. Henrik ignored them all. He was only here for the kill, and he wouldn’t stop until every single one of the motherfuckers was dead.

A steel-gray dragon the size of a large horse beat its wings and rushed toward Henrik. Calduin. This was not an enemy. This was someone that also relished the slaughter.

The dragon rubbed his snout on Henrik’s severed arm and shook with anger. He opened his mouth and let out that horrible shrieking noise again. Men covered their ears and fled, but the crowd was so large and so dense they didn’t have the ability to escape.

“We kill them together,” Henrik said to the dragon.

I won’t stop until every single one of them is dead, the dragon said in return. His anger was unfathomable and so overwhelming it made it hard to think about anything else.

“Together,” Henrik said again.

He turned and sprinted toward the crowd of orc soldiers. Calduin was a blur, charging directly into their bodies. He blasted them with fire, bit onto their heads, and threw them in the air. One dumb bastard hid behind a tower shield and rammed his spear straight into Calduin’s neck. The spear point slid along his skin, doing no damage. Men threw down their weapons and tried to run away. No one could stand against that.

Henrik caught up with a fleeing man and brought his sword down, right at the base of the man’s neck. He chopped several inches into the man’s body, then brought his leg up and kicked the man off his sword so it wouldn’t bind.

Calduin charged to the side, killing everyone in his path. His heart beat rapidly and echoed in Henrik’s mind. With each kill, the dragon fell further into the blood frenzy, and so did Henrik.

Henrik caught a glimpse of robes to his right and ran that way. He shouldered a soldier out of the way and slid his blade into the side of the man’s head when he hit the ground. The black blade penetrated the soldier’s helmet as if it was made of cloth. Henrik kept running, chasing down those robes.

An arrow struck Henrik in the thigh, causing him to stumble. He moved to reach down so he could snap it off, but he was missing half his arm. No use bothering with it, then. He ignored it and kept running.

A soldier charged Henrik with his heavy shield in front of him. Henrik grit his teeth and thrust forward as hard as he could. His sword went straight through the man’s shield, penetrated his chest, and exited his back. Henrik headbutted the man to knock him back, then wrenched his sword out. He had to blink away blood; the man’s helmet had split his scalp open.

Another deafening shriek from the dragon caused Henrik to turn. Right then, a sword slid across his back. The soldier had clearly intended to run him through, but thanks to the dragon he only managed a savage gash through Henrik’s skin. Henrik slammed the pommel of his sword into the man’s helmet, crumpling it and crushing his skull.

He turned back and sprinted towards those robes. The witch wasn’t a fast runner, so he caught up to her quickly. With a swing of his sword, he removed one of her legs at the knee. She screamed and fell to the ground.

“He told us to!” the woman shouted. “He made us—” Henrik’s sword split her head in half.

Three men charged him at the same time. He called more fire into existence and burned them all.

The fire came more easily now. It was a part of him, as natural as breathing. The crowd of soldiers still ran from him and the dragon, but he chased them down. Voices shouted from behind him, women’s voices and a single man, but he paid them no attention.

Henrik ran as hard as he could toward the nearest group of soldiers. His sword opened up their skin, and when they fell to the ground he set their bodies aflame. Several soldiers managed to land minor wounds on Henrik; none of them slowed him, but he knew over time they would be problematic. The wound in his side already made it hard to breathe.

Calduin charged toward him. The young dragon was completely covered in blood. He opened his mouth and shrieked right as a spear took Henrik in the back.

He staggered to the side, more from the force of the impact than the pain. He didn’t feel pain; he only felt the lust for battle.

Calduin covered the distance almost instantaneously. The soldier knew he was dead; Henrik could see it in his eyes. In his last seconds the soldier drew his sword and brought it down with all his might right onto Calduin’s face. The blade shattered.

Calduin crashed into the man, his jaws tearing through armor and skin alike. In a matter of seconds he had torn the man’s torso open and bit onto his intestines, pulling them out. The man screamed and begged for death, but Calduin merely stomped on the man’s limbs and face, shattering them. The dragon left the man a broken, blubbering mess, and refused him the mercy of a quick death.

Good. He deserved to die slowly for stabbing Henrik.

Henrik’s mind almost seemed to meld with Calduin’s. They stared at each other for a moment, sending each other scenes of slaughter and feelings of glory. Their emotions built on each other’s until it was almost too much to handle.

“What now?” Henrik asked, already knowing the answer.

The glory of the kill, Calduin replied.

Together, they turned and charged the remaining soldiers. There were just so many of them; thousands. Henrik cut a path through the orcs, burning them with fire as well. He would kill them all.

Calduin had gone into a frenzy. He scrambled around, killing everyone he could and sending lines of white-hot fire into groups of people. Men tried to flee the dragon, only to meet their deaths at Henrik’s blade.

The slaughter was life. The slaughter was everything.

“Cowards!” Henrik shouted at the fleeing soldiers. He could feel his strength waning, but he could still fight. As long as he could still fight, he was alive.

Henrik used the back of his hand to wipe blood from his eyes. The wounds he had taken were starting to affect him, but the righteous fire of anger gave him power and strength. He wheezed a breath and turned to look behind him so he could appreciate all that they had done.

Bodies covered the ground for hundreds of feet. Too many bodies to count; in some places piles of severed limbs and entrails made pools of blood that soaked into the hard ground. Calduin was still in a killing frenzy. The dragon had probably killed five hundred people by now. Possibly more. Henrik was looking forward to joining him and finishing the job.

“Henrik!” a voice called out right as Henrik was turning back to join the fight. He wouldn’t stop until he had killed every last man here.

“Henrik!” the voice called out again.

Henrik snarled and turned to face the voice.

Three massive dragons stood there, with women seated in saddles on the bases of their necks. In front of them, a man and woman stepped through the gore and slowly approached him. He recognized the woman; she had thrown his sword to him. For that, she would live. The man, he had never seen before.

“Henrik, take a deep breath!” the man shouted as he slowly approached.

Henrik tried to decide how he would kill this pest for bothering him. For keeping him from the slaughter.

Behind him people screamed as they died. Henrik glanced over his shoulder and smiled as Calduin tore through a crowd of fleeing orc soldiers. His claws tore men in two, and his teeth were even worse. Others were turned into charred stumps from Calduin’s fire breath.

Sensing his irritation, Calduin turned and rushed toward Henrik. Upon reaching him the dragon nuzzled him, checking for wounds.

You are hurt badly, Calduin said. His anger somehow grew even stronger, and he opened his mouth and let out a terrible shriek. He turned to return to the orc army, but stopped and followed Henrik’s gaze.

The three massive dragons had stepped forward. One of them, ridden by a woman with fiery red hair, shook the ground with each step. Calduin took a step back but Henrik held his place and raised his sword.

“I’ll add yours to the pile of corpses if I must,” he growled. His voice was weak and blood flecked his tongue, but he could still fight and that was all that mattered.

“Henrik!” that annoying man called out again. “You have to stop this! You’ve lost control and so has Calduin! Please, for the sake of the entire world, close your eyes and take a deep breath!”

Henrik’s lip curled with anger. That this short bastard would keep him from his vengeance irritated him to no end. Henrik’s grip on his sword tightened until his knuckles cracked, and he started walking toward the short man. He couldn’t wait to spill his blood.

“You have to calm down, Henrik!” the man shouted. “You know who I am, you big, dumb bastard! It’s me, Rasud! Your best friend! We’ve known each other since we were children!”

Henrik had no memories of ever being a child. His only thoughts were of killing and the glory of battle. He continued approaching the man, and the three dragon riders slid out of their saddles and hurried toward them.

“Henrik!” a blonde woman shouted.

She looked tall, and strong. A worthy opponent.

“Please, Henrik!” she pleaded. “How can I teach you what love is if you don’t wake up?”

Henrik snarled. Love. Love was for the weak.

“Once I kill the lot of you, I’m going back and killing every single man in that army,” Henrik growled.

A petite woman with dark hair and golden armor just stared him down with eyes that belonged on a wolf. There was no fear in her gaze. Another worthy opponent.

The short man stood there, clearly afraid, but refused to back down. Henrik raised his sword.

“Henrik, I found your mother,” the man said.

The sword fell from Henrik’s hand, carving a deep slash down his leg as it crashed onto the hard ground. Calduin screamed and shook his head, fighting what was happening. Henrik’s entire body shook and he wiped blood from his eyes. His mother?

“She’s still alive,” the short man said. “I talked to some of my contacts, and after a lot of searching, I found her. Your mother, Henrik.”

Henrik’s entire world shattered. Memories flooded into his broken mind, memories that he had either forgotten or blocked out because they were too painful.

Henrik’s father had been a dock worker, and had died young in an accident. With no money and no job skills, Henrik’s mother ultimately decided to allow a wealthy couple to adopt her baby, for she had no way of providing for him. They were kind and said he would have a perfect life, and she could visit whenever she wanted.

In his memories, he saw her cry until her eyes were red at the thought of losing her baby. She finally told the wealthy couple that she couldn’t give up her son. She didn’t care what it took, she would sell herself if that’s what it took to survive. She would do absolutely anything to keep and protect him. Nothing could compare to the love of a mother.

But they weren’t a wealthy couple. They were merely slavers posing as one. They savagely beat his mother. Young Henrik stood in front of her, trying to protect her, so they beat him as well, then took him away and tied his hands. Henrik’s mother screamed and fought against half a dozen men, reaching out for Henrik and trying to save him, until a man struck her across the face, knocking her unconscious.

“I found your mother, Henrik,” the man said again, in a calm voice. “Someone reminded me of something, which led to my digging. Just a little memory, something from our childhood, but that was all it took. I found her.”

A jumbled mess of emotions flooded Henrik, so deep he thought he might drown. He didn’t know how to process them, and Calduin was equally confused.

The red haired woman walked up to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “You’re hurt so badly, Henrik,” she said in a soft, gentle voice. She looked on the verge of tears as she glanced down at his body. “You need to wake up so we can take care of you. And you have to live so I can love you. We all have to teach you what love is, for the sake of the world.”

Henrik looked down at his one remaining hand. It was completely covered in blood, as was his clothes. He thought again of his mother, who only wanted the best for him. She said she would sell her very soul if it would help her take care of her child.

“I think I know what it is,” he said to Isobel. “I had just forgotten after so many years of pain.”

Calduin cautiously approached him and nuzzled his side, then began gently licking at Henrik’s wounds.

“Good boy,” Henrik said. He reached out to pat the dragon, but half of his arm was missing. Stunned, he looked down at himself.

Three arrows stuck out of his right thigh. Every inch of him was covered in blood, making the injuries hard to see, but his side and stomach bore several gaping wounds that oozed blood every time he moved. He took a wheezing breath and blood bubbled from a hole in his side. He was still in too much shock to feel all of the pain, but it was increasing with every second as he came back to himself.

He looked over at Calduin, who was fraught with worry. The dragon was a confused mess; part of him wanted to rush back to the remaining soldiers and kill every survivor, but part of him wanted to make sure his human was okay. The struggle to maintain control over himself was so strong that Calduin feared his mind might break. The anger had changed him.

“I’m sorry,” Henrik said to the dragon. “I let you down. I let everyone down. I just hope the world survives.”

After saying that, he fell to the ground and his vision went dark.
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Apple trees made great places to relax. A nice bit of shade, and this one in particular leaned slightly, making it great for reclining. The calmness was much appreciated.

Henrik took another bite of his apple, crunching the last of the tasty white flesh away, then threw the core as far as he could. The animals would enjoy that.

With a deep breath, he watched the thin clouds, stained orange and yellow from the sunset as they reached across the vast sky. The walls surrounding the valley had already cast him in shadow, but that was fine. It was a peaceful moment, and right then Henrik wanted peace more than anything.

He looked down at his right arm and flexed his hand. The new skin was paler than the rest of him, but otherwise was mostly identical to his old arm. It lacked all the scars, of course. His new arm only had one scar. Teeth marks. Not even Meriel’s healing magic had been able to fully erase them.

Henrik closed his eyes for a moment, just focusing on calm breathing. He didn’t know what his future held, or which direction things would go. Everything was up in the air at the moment. All of his hard work teaching Calduin about peace and kindness had been destroyed in a single hour.

Henrik opened his eyes and looked down at his new arm again. He would never forget that moment when the air solidified around his arm, holding it in place. The feelings of anger at the orcs cheating, the terror and panic as Torgan’s blade came down and chopped cleanly through his arm. Shock at what had happened, and above everything else, outrage and overwhelming anger coming from Calduin.

His memories were always fuzzy after losing his temper. He didn’t remember much except for Calduin tearing through orc bodies like they were children's dolls. The young dragon’s anger compounded with the thrill of the slaughter was too much for him to handle, and he went into a frenzy, killing everything around him. He was unable to stop himself.

He had no idea how many men died that day, but Isobel later said from her vantage point in the air it looked like they had killed at least a thousand. One thousand men, dead. Most from Calduin, but Henrik did have faint memories of sending gouts of fire into crowds of fleeing soldiers.

His temper was a curse. There was no other word for it. He thought he had himself under control, but when Calduin became angry it was impossible to resist. Calduin’s anger spilled through their bond, pushing Henrik past the tipping point.

With a sigh, he pushed himself to his feet. It still amazed him that his body didn’t ache after so many injuries. Even with magical healing, he felt like he should be limping for a week at a minimum. He balled his new hand into a fist, still not quite understanding exactly how they had restored the severed limb.

Henrik walked past Anslie’s cottage, where all his friends sat talking and enjoying mugs of cider. He continued through the narrow pass that led to the dragon cave and paused for a moment.

Calduin had been difficult to handle since the battle. His personality had changed. He was aggressive now, and much of his almost puppylike curiosity had disappeared. Plus, after gorging himself on so much orc flesh, he had grown an additional foot. He was nearly large enough to carry Henrik.

After one more deep breath, Henrik stepped onto the broad flat landing in front of the cave. Calduin came out immediately, rushing toward Henrik just like he used to.

“Easy, easy,” Henrik said to him, holding both hands up. “You’re getting bigger, you’ll hurt me if you jump on me.”

Calduin pushed his nose against Henrik’s body, smelling him, and moved over to his arm. The dragon still didn’t fully understand how Henrik’s arm had been restored.

We need to go! I must kill all of those men that hurt you.

“No,” Henrik said in a soft voice. “I understand your anger, and your feelings are valid. But we already killed those responsible. Hurting more people won’t help anything, and it will just make you angry.”

I enjoy being angry. My anger gives me strength.

Henrik nodded. “Me too, Calduin. But it’s dangerous. It makes me lose who I am in here.” He tapped the side of his head with a thick finger. “It’s not worth it. You and I have to work hard to ensure we never lose our tempers again.” He reached out and patted the young dragon on the head. “You’re just too strong, buddy. When you become angry, no one can stop you.”

Confusion poured through their bond. Calduin still didn’t fully understand why hurting people was wrong.

Tossyth took a few steps out of the mouth of the cave. Her large blue eyes focused on Henrik. Fear, disappointment, and resentment practically poured out of her. She bore several bite marks on her shoulder and front leg, not yet fully healed. Calduin had been aggressive with her when she tried to calm him. He had even bitten Henrik once, leaving those scars on his new arm.

“I know you don’t understand all of this, but it’s important you remember to be kind to everyone,” Henrik said. He reached out and rubbed his hand along the top of Calduin’s head and the dragon closed his eyes and just enjoyed it for a moment.

“Together, you and I can do almost anything,” Henrik said.

Calduin opened his eyes. Can we hunt down the men that hurt you?

Henrik shook his head. “We could do that, but it would be a waste of our strength. We need to do good things and help people. And you need to be nicer to your mother.”

Shame poured through their bond. Calduin knew what he had done was wrong. Tossyth looked on in approval, although she still feared Henrik. Everyone did, even more so after the recent battle.

“Come here,” Henrik said.

The dragon was too large to hug—probably seven feet tall at the shoulder, now—so he just rubbed his hands along the dragon’s neck and shoulder. Calduin loved the attention.

“I want you to take some time and think of all the ways you could help people,” Henrik said. “Think of nice things you could do. Do you like seeing me happy?”

Of course.

“And do you like seeing your mother happy, and Anslie? And the rest of them?”

Yes.

“Then think of ways you could make them happy. Think of new ways to be kind to them, of things you could do.”

Like what?

“I don’t know. I’m not a dragon. Maybe go hunting for your mother sometime. She works hard to feed you, you know. And just be kind to her. No more biting. You need to understand that your teeth are sharp, and they hurt.”

Calduin dropped his head in shame, and Henrik walked around and rubbed the dragon’s chin.

“It’s okay, buddy. I’m not angry with you. I just want to help you be better. We can both grow to be better people, together.”

That, at least, seemed to excite Calduin. He regained some of his old energy and he rubbed his head against Henrik’s chest.

“I need to go talk with my friends, okay? I’ll see you in the morning.” Henrik awkwardly hugged the dragon’s big head.

After that, Henrik walked through the narrow pass and went back to Anslie’s valley. He walked straight to her small cottage and pushed the door open.

“Yes I know, what a cun—Henrik!” Rasud’s face brightened when he saw his old friend. “I was just thinking of Tobias. Interesting character, he was.”

Henrik chuckled. Rasud would never change, which was a good thing.

Isobel and Anslie both sat on the edge of the bed, watching Henrik closely. Their eyes held a mixture of fear and adoration. Meriel leaned against the edge of the stone fireplace, mug of cider in hand.

“How is Calduin?” Meriel asked.

“Better, I think,” Henrik said. “The biting has stopped. He still wants to chase down the orc army, but I’m making progress in teaching him that harming people is bad.”

Shel looked at him as if an angry lion had just walked into the room. “I never thought I’d see the day that Torgan would fall.”

A memory floated through the haze and made Henrik smile.

“I remember you throwing my sword to me,” Henrik said to Shel. “You saved my life when you did that. I will forever be in your debt.”

“Yes, but I made things worse,” Shel said. Her face was a mask of stress and frustration. Rasud reached over and took her hand.

“The main thing to remember is that he’s here because of you,” Rasud said to her. “And let’s be honest, those orcs weren’t here for a picnic. Any one of them would have killed us, given the chance. Especially you, Shel. After being slaughtered by Henrik and his dragon, I doubt the orcs will even think about coming this way for decades. So, it wasn’t all bad. We just have an angry dragon to deal with.”

Henrik nodded. “This changed him, but I think I can get him back under control. He just needs love.”

“Speaking of love,” Anslie said, standing up. She walked over to Henrik and wrapped her arms around his waist, then laid her head against his broad chest. “This is the second time I’ve seen you like that. The first time was bad, and I didn’t understand how you were even standing with all your wounds. But this time? Honey, I saw your organs moving through a hole in your stomach. You shouldn’t be standing here, but I am grateful you are.”

“Thanks, I think,” Henrik said, hugging her back. “How did you do it, Rasud? Meriel?”

Meriel looked down. Rasud took a deep, shaky breath.

“Let’s just say I owe the gods a favor,” the witchman said.

Anslie looked up at him. “I know we’re still learning this, but I love you, Henrik. And I can’t lose you. I’m going to do whatever it takes to keep that from happening again.”

After a moment, Isobel stood and walked over to them. Anslie shifted to one side and Isobel joined in the hug.

“I love you too, Henrik,” she said. “We’re going to take care of you.”

They stood that way for a bit, no one talking, just enjoying the love that passed between them. Meriel pushed herself off the chimney, set her mug of cider on the nearby table, and slowly walked over to them. Isobel and Anslie moved aside and Meriel hugged Henrik around the waist. The other two rejoined in one big, group hug.

“At least I know you have a good heart,” Meriel said. “Watching you take care of Calduin has taught me that. I like how patient you are with him.”

“He’s just a child,” Henrik said. “Children need patience and understanding, not anger.”

Meriel’s hug tightened. All three women squeezed him. Now that he had met them all, they would have to figure out how to share him.

“I need a drink,” Shel said, taking her mug over to the cask of cider.

“Me too,” Henrik said.

Rasud laughed. “Hey, maybe you two should duel over it!”

The end.
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