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Chapter 1

I had seen a lot of creative accounting over the five years I’d worked at Dewey, Cheatem, & Howe, but this one took the crown, the scepter, and probably the entire throne room. The form in front of me was still warm from the copier, and the handwriting in fresh ink at the top clung faintly to my fingertips in bold, italic letters. It listed office supplies in a handwriting so smug I could practically smell the cologne bleeding through the ink.

Well, and all the cologne radiating off the man sitting across from me. That would be Kyle Lennox, the one responsible for this mess of a form. What the form wasn’t able to capture was that Kyle looked like he had been born inside a golf cart catalogue and never left. His blond hair, gelled back to within an inch of its life, seemed solid enough to deflect bullets. He grinned at me, all pearly-white teeth and no substance.

“So, yeah,” he said, as if the form was entirely reasonable. “That’s the big purchase.”

I slowly tapped my pen against the line item as I tried to coax the letters and numbers there to turn into something sane. They didn’t. I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose and gave him a stare, equal parts boredom and judgement, along with the faint suggestion that I was just a few more inconveniences away from putting in an HR complaint.

“You want to claim,” I said slowly, “an eighty-foot yacht… as a deductible business expense.”

“Exactly.” He leaned back in his chair and laced his hands behind his head like we were just two buddies talking about something as casual as football. “It’s for entertaining clients, of course. Networking. Building relationships. That’s the important part of our jobs, you know.”

“Networking,” I repeated as my pen hovered over the word yacht like I was annotating a crime-scene photo. “And your clients can only be entertained while traveling at… What is this? Twenty knots?”

“More like thirty-five if you really open her up,” he chuckled, pleased with himself. “And let me tell you, nothing closes a deal like champagne on the water at sunset.”

I stared at him blankly, and for the hundredth time in my career, I heavily considered the benefits of faking a medical emergency just to escape this conversation.

“Mr. Lennox,” I said finally, “the IRS is many things, but yacht-friendly is not one of them. You can deduct office supplies. You can even deduct meals.”

“Sure, sure,” he agreed as his head bobbed up and down.

“But you cannot--” I jabbed my pen down hard enough to nearly pierce the paper. “-- deduct an entire goddamn boat.”

“But what if,” he began as his smile widened. “Hear me out, I rename her? Instead of something sexy like The Sea Duchess, I change it to something more professional. Eh? Client Acquisition Vehicle? Come on, Rosey.”

I took a slow breath and closed my eyes. I counted to ten, but I still didn’t want to open them because Kyle would still be there when I did. But I forced them open, and yep, there he was.

“You can call it the Spreadsheet Express for all I care,” I said. “It’s still a personal luxury item, the answer is still no, and my name is still not Rosey.”

I tapped the nameplate on my desk that read Micah Ambrose in thick black lettering. Kyle sighed, long and theatrically, like I had just told him Santa wasn’t real. At that moment, I was painfully reminded of the fact that this man was closer to 30 than I was.

“You accountants, man.” He scratched the back of his head as he eyed me. “No vision.”

“Oh, we have vision,” I replied as I stamped REJECTED in aggressive block letters on the sheet and then slid the form back over the table to him. “It’s the kind of vision that keeps us all out of prison during audits.”

He scoffed, gathered his folder like I had personally betrayed him, and then stormed out. His shoes squeaked against the carpet, and yet his hair didn’t move even a millimeter. It was truly a miracle of modern chemistry.

My office was now quiet again, filled only with the buzz of fluorescent lights overhead and the faint hum of computers running soft and hardware that should have been retired a decade ago. I leaned back into my chair and rubbed at my eyes.

Another thrilling victory in the crusade against financial stupidity. I added it to my mental tally of yachts slain, receipts denied, and corporate greed humbled before the mighty stamp of rejection.

I glanced at the clock on the wall and saw it was eleven minutes past five. Nineteen minutes until I could escape this cubicle and go from a day of mindless paperwork to a night of mindless television.

My shoulders ached from hunching over a desk all day, so I stretched my back, which made my arms strain against the cuffs of my dress shirt. The fabric pulled tight across my chest, even though the shirt itself hung loose everywhere else. That was what happened when you started lifting weights out of sheer boredom. My body had changed, but my wardrobe hadn’t.

When I first bought these clothes, I wasn’t just heavier and a fair bit sloppier, I was actually excited to sit behind a desk for the rest of my life. Back then, fresh out of college, I had thought that a steady paycheck and a decent apartment with no roommates was a dream come true. Five years later, that dream felt more like a prison because it was the same office, the same routines, and the same lonely dinners every day. The few friends I’d made in college hadn’t bothered to stick around in San Diego after getting offers all over the world, so my time outside of work had turned into a monotonous cycle of gym, TV, gym, bed, and the occasional depressing bar visit.

I shuffled the stack of papers on my desk into perfect alignment, the corners square and edges neat. If I left it messy, it would probably nag at me all night.

“Long day?” someone said.

I glanced up and saw that Sandra from two desks over was leaning against my partition as she carefully cradled her coffee mug. Out of all the people that worked in this office, she was probably one of the few that everyone liked. She was the kind of person to remember birthdays and organize office potlucks, and she actually seemed to enjoy doing it.

“Same as always,” I said with a small sigh.

“I don’t know how you keep your patience with people like that, Micah,” she smiled sympathetically. “I’d snap.”

“I almost did,” I remarked as I thought about Kyle’s smug face and his bulletproof hair. “But then I remembered they don’t pay me nearly enough to care.”

Sandra laughed quietly before her phone buzzed, and she excused herself with a little wave. I watched her go, then looked back at my desk. The clock ticked louder in the silence now, but there were only fifteen minutes left.

Still, my mind drifted. It always did at this time of day, when work was starting to wind down and the hum of the lights grew louder than my own thoughts. I pictured the rest of my evening, when I would walk out of the building, head to the same corner gym with dirty mirrors, and then go home for dinner. Maybe I could break the microwave dinner curse today. Chicken and rice wouldn’t take too long to make, or maybe some stir-fried vegetables if I felt ambitious.

This wasn’t the worst life out there, I told myself, and my parents were proud that I was self-sufficient and stayed out of trouble. But after craving this kind of stability for as long as I could remember, it now felt anticlimactic. I never had the chance to go on the same wild adventures as my classmates did, or get a longterm girlfriend, or learn a cool instrument. Despite all the motivational social media posts declaring otherwise, twenty-seven felt like an embarrassingly late time to pick up the guitar.

I rubbed my temples, right as a folder dropped onto my desk like a guillotine blade. I blinked up to see Harris, my manager, standing over me as he grinned like a wolf in khakis.

“Last one for today,” he said.

I looked back down at the folder. It was stuffed with receipts and notes, and easily another five hours’ worth of work.

“It’s nearly five thirty,” I responded flatly without even looking at the clock.

“The client’s in a rush,” he shrugged. “They’ll need it by the morning.”

“Of course they do,” I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Knew I could count on you, champ,” Harris said and then clapped my shoulder as though we were comrades. “Power through!”

Then, he was gone, though I could still hear him whistling as he left behind another insufferable cloud of smugness. I stared at the folder, and my stomach twisted angrily. It would be another late night, which probably meant another microwaved dinner. On top of that, I would have to deal with another set of absurd receipts trying to disguise personal indulgence as absolute corporate necessity.

For a moment, I considered just leaving all of this behind and walking out. But I knew myself too well to even fantasize about that. The work would gnaw at me if I did, and ultimately, I needed this job.

So I sighed, opened the folder, adjusted my glasses, and got back to it. The faster I got through this file, the faster I’d be able to go home. Maybe I could do a rush job and still get back in time to at least make some veggies.

That fantasy quickly vanished when I saw the messy pile of handwritten notes, crumpled receipts, and what looked suspiciously like a cocktail napkin with the words team bonding event scrawled across it in blue ink. I stared at it for a moment, silently weighing whether or not setting it on fire would also qualify as a team bonding event if Sandra joined me in the effort. Probably not, but I took some amount of pleasure in entertaining the theory.

The receipts were the usual kinds of nonsense. Three hundred dollar sushi dinners labeled as an office meal, rideshare trips at two in the morning labeled as client transport, and an invoice for what appeared to be a hotel spa day. That one was my personal favorite, because someone had actually tried to justify it with a note in the margin that read necessary for stress relief to improve workflow.

I couldn’t help laughing aloud even if I was alone, in my cubicle, like a man who was two steps away from losing it. The sound startled me enough that I glanced around to make sure nobody else was watching, only to be met quickly with the realization that the office was practically empty now. Sandra had gone home, the marketing team had probably filed out earlier, and even the interns had fled. It was just me, the humming lights, and a giant pile of bullshit paperwork.

“Alright,” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Let’s kill some dreams.”

I pulled the first receipt to the top of the pile and started to mark it up. The napkin went straight into the reject stack for obvious reasons, followed by the spa trip, the midnight Ubers, and the sushi feast. Somewhere in there was a legitimate receipt for a new batch of office supplies, which I approved, though the handwriting looked so much like a drunk toddler’s that I had to triple-check the numbers. Presumably, they were replacing whatever office supplies had gotten lost during that same event, but that didn’t matter much to me.

The minutes bled into hours, and at some point, the sun outside dipped below the horizon and painted the windows in a halfhearted orange glow that made the whole city look like it was on fire. By the time the office went fully dark, the only light came from the monitors and the buzzing fluorescent lights overhead, one of which flickered every twenty seconds and then sputtered as if on the verge of giving up. Honestly, I envied it.

I leaned back in my chair and stretched until my shoulders popped, then checked the clock. It was now a quarter to nine. Fantastic. It would be another night of microwaved Salisbury steak, if I could muster the willpower to cook even that much.

I stacked the receipts into two neat piles, approved and denied, and lined up my pen next to the stapler, both squared to the corner of my desk. With that ritual completed, I sat back and let myself stare at the ceiling for a while. The ceiling tiles were the same bland beige as everything else in the building, but when I stared long enough, I could almost convince myself I saw patterns in them.

Maybe that was how madness started. The silence pressed in, thick enough that I found myself filling it with thoughts I usually tried to avoid while sober.

Was this it? Was this all my life was ever going to be? I thought about my old college friends, the ones who’d scattered to places like New York and London and Tokyo, and even the few who had gone to Canada. They filled their social media feeds with photos of rooftop parties, exotic vacations, and smiling partners. Meanwhile, my last great adventure had been switching from spicy instant ramen to microwavable burritos because they were on sale.

I wasn’t jealous, exactly. Jealousy implied that I wanted what they had, and I wasn’t sure I did. But there was a growing pit in my chest that whispered maybe, just maybe, I had made a wrong turn somewhere. I had traded off my vitality for stability.

Melancholy wasn’t going to get these receipts done, though, and Harris would have my head if I left them unfinished. So I pulled the last of the forms toward me and powered through as I stamped, sighed, rejected, and more rarely, approved. Numbers and ink were the only companions I had tonight, so I might as well make the most of them.

When I finished, it was a few minutes after eleven, and my stomach growled loudly enough to echo off the cubicle walls. I realized I hadn’t eaten since lunch, which was some seven hours ago, so I shoved the finished folder into Harris’ inbox, grabbed my jacket, and finally stood up. My back cracked like a gunshot.

The office was eerily silent. After working hours, it always felt less like a workplace and more like a run-down mausoleum. Cubicles loomed in the shadow like gravestones, and the faint hum of the HVAC system and a couple of night janitors were the only real sign of life. I half-expected to see Kyle Lennox appear as a ghostly apparition in the halls as he made his case for a yacht.

I slung my bag over my shoulder and made my way to the elevator. The carpeted hallway stretched on longer than it realistically should have, and each of my steps sounded muffled even as fluorescent panels buzzed faintly above me. I pressed the button to call the elevator, and after a couple of seconds, the doors slid open with a reluctant groan.

The ride down was silent, too, just me and my reflection in the mirrored walls. It was the same square jaw, same glasses, and same wavy dark hair with nowhere near the amount of gel Kyle used that I saw every day. Nothing remarkable, but at least I looked better than I had a couple of years ago, when I barely had a jaw at all.

Once I got downstairs, the lobby, just like the rest of the office, was deserted. Even the security guard had abandoned his desk, so he was probably on his meal break. He’d left the place lit by a single desk lamp that cast everything else into long shadows. For some unknown reason, it made me shiver, but I chalked it up to exhaustion and hunger.

Outside, the city was quieter than usual. Street lights buzzed, and cars hissed by in the distance, but my own footsteps echoed loudly against the pavement as I made my way to the parking garage. My car sat in its usual lonely spot, and I sighed again. It was a dented gray sedan that had more personality than I felt I did some days. I unlocked it, tossed my bag onto the passenger seat, and slid behind the wheel.

I just sat there for a few seconds with my hands on the steering wheel and stared out the windshield at the empty concrete. The silence pressed in again, heavy and suffocating, and although my car’s engine hummed in neutral, I didn’t move.

I exhaled slowly, and told myself to just drive home, heat up something edible, crawl into bed, and forget that bozos like Harris and Kyle existed until the next morning. That was the plan. That had been the plan every night for the past five years.

But when I reached for the gear shift, a sharp jolt of panic shot through me. My laptop bag wasn’t in the car.

Not the personal bag I had tossed into the passenger seat, but the company-issued laptop bag, the black one with Dewey, Cheatem, & Howe’s logo cheaply embroidered on the front. I had left it by my desk, and inside were the spreadsheets I had worked on that morning and planned to finish later. It also had my phone charger, and worse, the small lunch container I’d forgotten to wash out. If I left that overnight, it would become a biohazard by morning.

“Goddamnit,” I muttered and slapped the steering wheel.

I turned off the engine even though I didn’t want to. The engine ticked as it cooled, and each one echoed in the cavernous garage. I considered acting as though I hadn’t realized I left the bag in the first place, but I knew that the knowledge of it sitting up there would annoy me all night. So I grabbed my keys again and climbed out of the car. My footsteps sounded heavy in the empty garage, but that was fine, because I felt heavy.

The building was a looming presence in the dark, now that its windows were mostly black except for the faint glow of a few janitors on the top floors. From down here, it looked less like an office building and more like a giant, evil monolith. I swiped my badge at the front door, and the glass doors slowly hissed open. The lobby greeted me with the same eerie stillness as before, largely because the guard’s desk was still abandoned. I felt like an intruder in my own workplace.

I pressed the elevator button, but nothing happened. I sighed and jabbed it harder, but the light still didn’t come on.

“Seriously?” I muttered.

Maybe they shut them off after hours. It wouldn’t have surprised me, since the company loved cutting corners anywhere they could. Their cheapness meant I would have to take the stairs, though.

Great. Eleven flights in a dark, echoing stairwell, at eleven o’clock at night. Exactly how I wanted to spend my evening.

I pushed open the stairwell door, and it creaked so loudly, the sound reverberated all the way up the concrete walls. My footsteps followed suit, each one hollow and loud as I began to climb. The air inside the stairwell smelled faintly of dust and cleaning chemicals.

By the seventh floor, sweat pricked the back of my neck despite the chill in the stairwell. The silence made it even creepier, and I kept imagining another set of footsteps behind me, perfectly timed with mine. Each time I stopped to listen, there was nothing, of course. Nothing to be scared of, especially now that I had already gone so far up that it’d be a waste to go all the way back down without retrieving my bag.

When I finally reached my floor and pushed the door open, relief washed over me. The familiar beige carpet stretched ahead, and the neat cubicles were still in their rows, empty and untouched. The overhead lights buzzed faintly, though most of them were motion triggered and hadn’t turned on since I’d left earlier, so the place was dim and ghostly.

I stepped through the doorway, and the lights directly above me flickered awake. The rest of the office stayed shadowed.

My desk sat near the far window. The path to it looked absurdly long now, as if I was walking across a cornfield at midnight instead of a smaller-than-average office building. I shoved my hands in my pockets and moved quickly as I refused to let my brain convince me that the shadows between the cubicles were shifting.

Sure enough, the laptop bag was right where I’d left it, slouched against the side of my chair. The sight of it brought a wave of relief crashing over me, and I snatched it up, slung it over my shoulder, and almost laughed at myself for being so dramatic.

“There,” I said aloud, my voice hollow in the silence. “Not so bad.”

Although the difficult part of actually getting up all those stairs was over now, the pressure in my gut wouldn’t let up. Maybe it was just hunger, or the late hour. Or maybe my brain was trying to punish me for the utter lack of nutrition my body had been getting.

Still, the air felt different. It was thicker somehow, and it clung to my skin like damp fabric. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it made me hyperaware of myself. I’d never been more aware of my breathing, the shuffle of my shoes, and the thumping of my own heartbeat. I took a step toward the exit and then froze.

A sound had cut through the hum of the fluorescent lights, and all I knew for sure was that it didn’t belong.

It was faint, almost like a whisper, stretched and warped until I couldn’t tell if it was an actual voice or just the sounds of an old building. But the intonation didn’t sound like anything I’d ever heard before. It rose and fell as the syllables brushed against one another in a cadence I didn’t recognize.

“... Agon… Tect… Tain…”

My scalp prickled, and I whipped my head around as my eyes darted over the cubicles carefully. But nothing moved, and the shadows stayed where they were supposed to, stiff and lifeless.

“Hello?” I called out, much louder than I’d intended.

My throat felt dry, like I’d just swallowed a mouthful of sand. I got no answer in return, just the same low murmur again, barely louder than my own breathing.

“... Tain… Ou…”

The words rolled and curved over each other with a strange weight and inflection, each sound seemingly out of place. They seemed to stir something in me, some part of me I didn’t want to acknowledge, as if the words were directed and meant for me.

That would have been crazy, though. I certainly wasn’t so hangry that I was now imagining some strange, foreign language calling my name from a dark office building. Was I? It had to be someone playing a prank, which seemed true enough until the heat started.

It first appeared as a twinge beneath my collarbone. I rubbed absently at the spot with the assumption that my shirt had just bunched awkwardly, but the sensation deepened and spread out in waves of warmth that quickly sharpened into something else entirely.

Pain.

A steady burn flared from the left side of my chest, right where my birthmark sat. I hadn’t thought about it in years. Back when I was a hundred pounds heavier, it looked more like a splotchy blob than anything, but lately it had started to look more like an arrow, or a swirl, or something else in motion. I’d had it since childhood, but now, it throbbed like someone had just pressed a branding iron directly into it.

I gritted my teeth and forced my hand down. Nope. This wasn’t real. It must have been exhaustion, or low blood sugar, or one of the questionable leftovers I’d had in the past few days. I marched forward so fast the bag thumped against my hip, and my footsteps were loud and uneven. The sooner I was out of this place and back in my bed, the better.

The whisper followed me. It wasn’t even in my ears anymore, but instead, it buzzed in the back of my skull, vibrated through my jaw, and finally down the column of my spine.

“Otec… Oun…”

My chest flared hotter for a second, and I stumbled as my hand flew to grip the wall for balance.

“Goddamnit,” I hissed.

I stood there for a moment as sweat prickled at my neck despite the chill of the air conditioning. My fingers twitched toward my birthmark, but I didn’t want to look, in case it was blistering, glowing, or whatever else my half-panicked brain was convinced it was doing.

After a few seconds, I shoved off the wall and moved even faster. The stairwell door loomed ahead, and I grabbed the handle and yanked it open, only to be greeted by the sound of the creaking hinges echoing like a scream.

Eleven flights down.

I froze at the top step and stared into the hollow dark below. The stairwell light flickered dimly, a sickly yellow that painted the walls the color of old teeth. My chest burned hotter as the whisper rose again to thread through the silence and press into me from the inside.

No. No way.

The elevator was faster.

It hadn’t worked on the ground floor, but that was probably because of some system that didn’t allow late entries to ride it upstairs, but it would still work for late exits. After all, it had let me come down earlier just fine. I turned around, marched toward the silver doors at the end of the hall, and jabbed the call button. To my relief, this time, the light blinked on.

When the doors opened, the car was empty and free of any malicious spirits calling my name. It was just the same stainless-steel walls, fluorescent light that buzzed faintly overhead, and my own reflection that stared back at me in the mirrored panel. My jaw looked tighter than usual, and my skin was pale and slick with sweat, but otherwise, it was normal.

I stepped inside, hit the button for the lobby, and leaned back against the wall as the doors slid shut.

“It’s all good,” I sighed.

The elevator lurched once and then began its descent, so I closed my eyes and willed my chest to stop burning. But it didn’t, and the whisper didn’t fade, either. This time, I made out the full word.

“Come…” the voice called.

I opened my eyes in surprise, just as the panel of buttons lit up.

Not just the button for the ground floor lobby, but every button, one after the other. It started at the very top and poured downwards as they each turned an angry red until the entire column glowed. My stomach dropped.

“What the hell--”

The elevator shuddered violently as the lights in the ceiling flickered. A sharp metallic screech tore through the car as if the cables above me were being wrenched apart by invisible hands, and sparks spat from the panel, while the acrid stench of burnt plastic filled the space.

“Shit! Shit! No!” I muttered.

I slammed the door-open button desperately, followed by the emergency-stop button, and then finally the call button, none of which seemed to respond anymore. The lights only pulsed brighter and started to strobe like a heartbeat.

The floor jerked beneath me and threw me sideways. My shoulder slammed into the wall and made the strap of my laptop bag bite into my collarbone and neck. The whispers grew into a roar from what felt like inside me, like the sound was crawling straight through my chest. Underneath my shirt, my birthmark burned so sharply I half-expected to see smoke curling up through the fabric.

“Stop it!” I shouted, not even sure who or what I was yelling at. “Just stop!”

The walls rippled in the corner of my vision, and the metal stretched and bowed as the elevator convulsed. My reflection warped in the mirrored walls, and I could hear the roar of words continue to grow in volume.

“Forth… Come…” the chant implored me.

I clapped my hands over my ears, but it didn’t matter. The voice was far too loud to hide from now.

In a funny way, I was almost grateful when the elevator dropped. Although it drew out a scream so high pitched I scared myself a second time, the sound of the plummet drowned out the voice. Cables wailed above as gravity seized me by the spine and buckled my knees, and then my teeth slammed together hard enough to draw blood.

The lights strobed faster, in white-hot bursts that blinded me even with my eyes closed. Sparks exploded from the ceiling, and my chest felt like it was nearly splitting apart.

Another crash came afterward, louder than all the others. A white, searing light swallowed me whole.

For a few seconds, I felt entirely weightless as my body twisted and spun through open air. I couldn’t feel the walls anymore, or the ground, or even where I was. The world unraveled and pulled me apart thread by thread, until there was nothing left but the heat burning in my chest.

There was nothing but a silence so absolute, I was sure I was dead.

When I opened my eyes again, the first thing I felt was the ache in my body. The second thing was the cold hard floor.

Uneven stone pressed against my cheek, and I could feel the grit against my skin. That was the least of my concerns, though, since my body ached in every imaginable location and all of my muscles were stiff. I groaned as I rolled onto my back, and then I had to squint against a flickering orange light.

My head pounded, and every single heartbeat echoed behind my eyes. My chest still felt like it was smoldering, and the skin was tender where my birthmark laid hidden beneath my shirt.

A smell hit me next. It was hot and rancid, almost like the smell of a dog’s breath if it were amplified by a hundred and paired with wet animal musk. I gagged and shoved myself upright on trembling arms.

That’s when I saw the face.

A creature loomed so closely over me, I could see every crease of its cracked skin, which was a bright, puke green, rough, and mottled. Its nostrils flared wide as it huffed a blast of breath straight into my face that reeked of blood and spoiled meat. Jagged tusks jutted from its massive lower jaw, though each one was yellowed and chipped. Its eyes were small and deep set, and each burned red like coals. The red orbs locked onto my eyes with what absolutely felt like hunger.

I froze. That wasn’t a janitor or Kyle Lennox in a bad Halloween mask. That thing wasn’t even human. What the hell had just happened? Was I dying? Was this my slowly-collapsing brain, trying its absolute hardest to conjure something up as it sputtered out of energy?

The creature snorted once and then turned its head back toward something… or someone... else.

“What the hell’s a human doing here, witch boy?” it snarled.
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Chapter 2

“A human?” A voice said from behind the creature. “That can’t be right. Maybe it was in the dragon’s mouth, and it was brought here by mistake?”

The moment that second voice spoke, much sharper than the first, I scrambled backward on my hands and heels in an effort to put as much distance as possible between me and the hulking green nightmare breathing in my face. My palms scraped over jagged stone as grit bit into my skin, but I barely registered the pain over the overwhelming panic that flooded my every nerve. The creature in front of me didn’t seem concerned by my retreat, and if anything, it smirked like a cat watching a mouse try to climb out of a trap.

Another figure stepped into the light, and my brain struggled to process what I was looking at. This creature looked more like an animal than anything, with fur over its entire body, an elongated nose, and giant teeth. Both the furry creature and the green one were, bizarrely, dressed in scraps of leather and fabric that left far too much exposed, like some bizarre cross between an ancient concubine and a carnival act.

“Well, where’s the dragon, then?” The furry creature said, who I realized from the voice, was a woman. “Is it coming?”

“I don’t see a new dragon anywhere,” the green creature growled. “You fucked up the ritual!”

My head whirled to look over at who the two… women? Were addressing. Standing a little further away from me was a man that didn’t look much older than Harris. He was maybe in his late forties, but with a long, dark beard that made him look far older. Unlike the two women, he looked human, but that wasn’t very reassuring, given the death stare he was shooting in my direction.

His beard spilled down past his chest, and the sleeves of his robe were embroidered with symbols that shimmered faintly. He looked like something out of a Halloween catalogue, maybe ‘Generic Wizard #3’. Behind him, half-shrouded in shadows, was a semicircle of other figures. I didn’t count them since I couldn’t see all of them clearly, but there must have been at least half a dozen figures, all dressed in variations of the same dark robes and each holding a thin staff crowned with crystals that pulsed faintly in rhythm with my chest. My skin prickled, and when I reached up without thinking, I felt heat radiate from the spot just above my heart.

My birthmark was still on fire.

The bearded man raised one hand in a gesture, and the green woman beside me stepped back, though her glare lingered. The furry one twitched her nose and huffed, then crossed her arms over her mostly bare chest in a way that somehow made her look more menacing than covered.

Then, I saw the others.

I thought at first they were playing the roles of guards, but the longer I looked, the less sense any of it made. One was tall and spindly, and her entire body was covered in a glossy black chitin, like a vaguely human-shaped beetle. Another had skin that looked like green jello and a face that drooped on one side so her eyes weren’t level. She was basically see-through, and she swayed back and forth like an actual bowl of jello. A third woman had two mouths, one where a mouth should be and another that split her stomach, and the lower one curled into a smile while the top mouth stayed expressionless.

They were all dressed in the same way as the orc and the furry creature, in leather scraps, silk strips, and chains that looked decorative but offered no modesty whatsoever. If they were supposed to be soldiers, they were the most impractical unit I had ever seen in my life.

“I don’t understand,” I croaked. “What the hell is this? Who are you people?”

“You were meant to be a dragon,” the bearded man replied as his eyes narrowed. “Qeozat has flown to the North, as all dragons must once they reach their winter. We summoned his successor. And yet…”

His gaze cut me open again as his eyes raked across my silhouette. I was suddenly self-conscious about my ill-fitting clothes, my messy hair, and my generally disheveled appearance.

“Instead of fire and scales, we receive…” He grimaced. “This.”

Heat flared sharper on my chest, and before I could stop myself, I yanked at my shirt collar. The birthmark, which usually looked like a faint reddish smear I could avoid looking at in mirrors, was glowing as bright as a hot coal now, and its jagged lines pulsed faintly with the same rhythm as the crystals on the wizards’ staffs. Several of the women around me hissed or muttered at the sight, and their strange features twisted in disgust or amusement. It was next to impossible to tell which.

“It could not be a mistake,” one of the robed figures muttered. “He bears the mark of dragons, and it responds to our magic and call. It is complete.”

“Complete?” I sputtered. “No, no, nothing about this is complete. Nothing about this is even happening! I was… I was in an elevator! At work! Normal work, with staplers and spreadsheets and guys named Kyle who want to buy yachts! Not--”

I flung a hand wildly at the horrors standing before me. None of them looked amused, especially the green woman, who looked ready to pound me into a fine pulp.

“Not what?” she snarled.

“Dragons don’t usually scream this much,” the furry woman added offhandedly and gave me a toothy grin.

“I’m not a dragon!” I shouted, but the bearded man only shook his head.

“You may not be a dragon in flesh, but the summoning ritual was precise,” the bearded man’s voice dropped lower and was thick with disdain. “We opened the vault of fire and gold, spoke the words etched into the tablets from before any of us were born, and called upon the mountain to provide us with a protector. Only a dragon’s soul could answer. You came.”

“Vault of fire?” I blinked rapidly as I tried to process his words. “Binding? Look, I don’t even know how to light a match without burning my fingers half the time! You’ve clearly got the wrong guy.”

My hand pressed against the burning mark on my chest, but the heat only deepened as it spread tendrils of pain through my ribs. The crystals on the wizards’ staffs pulsed brighter in answer. One of the other robed figures stepped forward, and though his voice was reedy, it was also certain.

“The ritual cannot make a mistake,” he said. “It demanded a successor, and the mountain answered. Whether you believe it or not, you were chosen.”

I shook my head violently, and gravel crunched under me as I scrambled further back.

“Chosen for what? To be some kind of… sacrifice?” My eyes darted to the monstrous women still looming around the chamber, and I noticed their expressions were caught between boredom and what looked like hunger. “You’re not about to eat me, are you?”

That actually got a laugh from the one that looked like a beetle, and her mandibles clicked together in amusement as she made a puffing sound that was probably a chuckle. The green woman didn’t laugh, though, as she bared her tusks in what could just as easily have been a grin or a death threat. The bearded man ignored them both as his gaze locked on me.

“Not a sacrifice,” he said firmly. “Qeozat has departed, so the ritual was cast, and the mountain has been given to a new keeper. That is you.”

“I don’t understand how I can be the keeper of your mountain if I’m not even a dragon,” I protested.

Just as I spoke, my birthmark began to pulse. I grunted in pain and clutched at my shirt, which caught the attention of the women and the men I assumed were wizards.

“What is that?” the thinner-voiced one demanded. “What are you doing, exactly?”

“I…” I hesitated. I contemplated telling them, but then realized that the burning sensation was probably something that they had caused.

“Hurry up,” the green woman said, annoyed. “Answer the question.”

“I think it’s because of the ritual you did,” I blurted out and looked around again. “My birthmark started hurting a few minutes before I got… here.”

The wizards looked at each other again and then gathered together in a tight circle to discuss something in hushed whispers. I narrowed my eyes, and did my best to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t make out anything they were saying. After a while, they turned back to face me. The bearded one, who at this point I presumed was their leader, pointed his staff at me.

“Strip,” he ordered.

I blinked.

“Excuse me?” I said slowly.

“Strip,” he said again, this time more impatiently. “Show us the mark.”

Ah, that made a lot more sense, and at least I wouldn’t have to remove all my clothes to show them the mark. I grimaced, but I gingerly unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it off.

The air of the cavern was colder on my bare skin than I’d expected, and goosebumps prickled across my arms as I pulled the shirt away. I felt exposed, like I was standing in front of a firing squad, and my chest rose and fell more quickly. I barely noticed, though, because the mark above my heart glowed bright enough that I could see its reflection faintly on the polished stone floor beneath me.

The robed figures leaned forward in unison, and their staffs trembled faintly as if tugged by invisible strings. The light inside their crystals pulsed brighter until they synced perfectly with the rhythm of the mark. My own heartbeat seemed to pound in my ears, louder with every second, until I wondered if I could just pass out and save myself the trouble of figuring out whatever the hell was going on. The bearded wizard stepped closer, with his staff angled toward me, and his eyes gleamed in the faint light.

“The mountain recognizes you,” he said, almost reverently. “Deny it if you wish, but that is the mark of a dragon.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I muttered and hugged my arms around my ribs to shield myself from their stares. “It’s just a birthmark. I’ve had it since I was a kid. It was pretty much just a blob until a few months ago.”

“Well,” the beetle-woman tilted her head, and her glossy shell clicked faintly with the movement. “That is the brand of fire. I have seen three dragon lords, not all of this mountain, but all bearing the same sigil.”

I wanted to protest and tell her she was wrong, that this was all a coincidence, but the fire spreading from my chest into my shoulders made denial difficult. I could practically feel it crawling beneath my skin, like molten lava was pumping through my veins. The furry woman bared her sharp teeth in a wide, yellowed grin.

“Well, he doesn’t look like much, but maybe he’ll surprise us,” she said. “Better than waiting around for the valleys to decide they don’t want us here anymore and launch an attack.”

“This one won’t last a week,” the green woman snorted. “No dragon has ever been so small and so soft. I could crush him with one hand.”

She clenched her fist and held it out toward me, and I shivered as her tusks glinted in the light. My breath hitched, but before I could stammer out some pathetic defense, the bearded wizard cut in again.

“You will not crush him,” he said simply. “He is bound to the mountain now, whether you like it or not. The mountain chose him, and if you strike him down, the mountain will collapse into chaos. Is that what you want?”

The woman growled but didn’t move closer. Instead, her eyes stayed locked on me, promising that if I so much as sneezed wrong, she’d be the first one to tear me in half.

My legs shook beneath me, and I sat down heavily on the cold stone floor, while I clutched my shirt in one hand.

“This is insane,” I breathed. “I don’t know anything about dragons or mountains or whatever all of you people are supposed to be. So why me?”

“Because,” the thinner-voiced wizard said as he stepped forward, “the mountain must never be without a guardian. Without order, the dwarves are not able to mine, the sporefolk starve, the goblins riot, and the lizardfolk hunt their neighbors instead of serving a master. Already, it has been crumbling. The valleys around us watch and wait to see weakness, and if they find it, the life on this mountain will be no more. You must hold it all together.”

“You’re seriously telling me you expect me to manage an entire…” I laughed weakly, though it cracked halfway out. “Ecosystem? Civilization? I’ve never even had a pet. My last cactus died because my apartment was somehow toxic to all other forms of life.”

“Better a soft hand than no hand at all,” the beetle-woman hissed softly, and her lower mandibles twitched.

I let out another nervous laugh, though it was too high pitched and brittle to be normal, and the sound bounced off the cavern walls in a way that made it seem like the mountain itself was mocking me in return.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “You want me, an office worker for all my adult life, to play at being a dragon? To… what, sit on a pile of gold? Roast sheep with my fire breath? Threaten anyone who makes too much noise after dark?”

None of them laughed. Even the jelly-like woman with the sideways face just stared at me in silence, while her translucent body trembled faintly. The green creature scowled even more, if that was even possible, and the furry one’s grin only widened like she was pleased at watching me dig my own grave.

The bearded wizard, however, planted his staff against the stone, and the crack echoed through the chamber like a gavel.

“We do not joke,” he said. “The mountain is weak without its lord. You are not simply taking on a crown or a title. It is the bond between hoard, mountain, and keeper. You will not survive long without it, and neither will any of us.”

“Oh, right,” I barked out another uncomfortable laugh. “So now I have to play along or else this mountain explodes? Great.”

“You misunderstand,” the beetle-woman clicked as her mandibles opened and closed with the words. “The mountain is beginning to bleed already, while the people wait for a command that does not come. You must give them direction.”

“I don’t do commands.” I shook my head and clutched my shirt even tighter in my hands. “I don’t lead. I don’t even RSVP to office birthday parties because most people either terrify me or piss me off. You’ve picked the absolute worst guy for this job.”

“That may be true,” the furry woman said with a shrug, and her fur rippled as she moved, “but again, the ritual does not lie. It called for a dragon that would protect this mountain, and you came, which makes you the dragon it was calling.”

“That’s…” My laugh came out more like a choke this time. “No. No, listen to yourselves. Do you hear how insane that sounds?”

And with that, a new voice broke in, quieter than the rest, and with a faint hiss on every syllable.

“Insane, yesss,” it said. “But it’s true all the same.”

Another figure near the edge of the circle stepped forward. He wasn’t hulking and monstrous like the beetle or green woman, but wiry, with a narrow face and greenish-brown skin that caught the light like a crystal. A long, thick tail flicked behind him as he moved with an instinctive grace that made the others seem clumsy by comparison. He wore a hood, and had bits of light armor that had been strapped loosely across his thin frame.

Unlike the others, he didn’t stare at me like I was an insect pinned under glass. His eyes were sharp and golden, and they met mine with interest. There was no disgust or even doubt there, only curiosity.

“You’re a…” I paused as I tried to come up with the right word, but my brain had gone blank. “Lizard guy?”

He tilted his head to the side and blinked slowly as his tail curled up behind him.

“I am called Skarviss,” he said. “I am a scout. A spy. Once, I found treasure for the dragon who ruled this mountain before you. Now, I watch over you. You are small, and you are soft, but you have been chosen. That is enough.”

“Oh… great.” For some reason, that was more terrifying than the orc’s threat to crush me. “Chosen to do what, exactly? Embarrass myself to death? Because you’re all staring like I’m supposed to be doing something other than freaking out right now. Should I give a speech?”

“No one asks you for speeches,” Skarviss’ tail flicked as he shifted his weight from one clawed foot to the other. “You keep the balance and hold the mountain together. In a way, you are the rock the mountain leans on, whether you wish it or not.”

“Fantastic job description,” I muttered. “Really clear on what it is I’m supposed to be doing here.”

“This mountain is an ecosystem within itself,” Skarviss explained. “It mines, farms, scavenges, and fights for itself. Most importantly, it collects treasure for your hoard. Without a dragon’s protection, which is apparently you, everything falls apart.”

“Exactly.” The bearded wizard nodded at that, clearly pleased someone had finally phrased it in a way that he assumed made sense to me. “The hoard needs its keeper, and the mountain needs its master. You need to accept what you are.”

I hugged my shirt tighter, like that would anchor me as my mind spun out of control. Every word they said sounded like a nightmare stitched together from bad fantasy novels and fever dreams, but the fire that burned through my birthmark let me know that this wasn’t something my half-dead brain had cooked up.

“You people are insane,” I whispered, but my voice was thinner and shakier now.

“We may be,” Skarviss crouched slightly so his long fingers curled against the floor. “But we are right. You wear the brand, and the mountain beats in your chest. You cannot run from that.”

The words to argue with him caught in my throat as the mark pulsed again. This time, it wasn’t painful, but more like a steady thrum. It felt like something vast and ancient stirred in the creases of the mark. Skarviss’ golden eyes didn’t leave mine as he waited patiently for me to acknowledge that, and his tail flicked steadily, like the ticking of a clock.

“The dragon’s strength was not only in claws and fire,” he said softly. “It was in the order he created. Dwarves mined where he told them, and wizards brewed what he pointed them toward. Sporefolk farmed what he demanded, and goblins fought when he told them to. All followed, because he was the leader.”

“So what?” I frowned and then looked around at the crowd. “You need a manager? A terrifying, scaly, fire-breathing… manager?”

“A lord,” Skarviss corrected. “A ruler. His absence creates a vacuum that the mountain has no patience for. There are mouths to feed and treasure to find.”

“I don’t think I’m exactly cut out for civilization management.” I grimaced and rubbed my face with both hands.

“Then you’ll learn fast,” the furry woman let out a low laugh. “Or you’ll die faster. Hungry subjects eat their rulers first.”

“Comforting,” I muttered.

“Dragonsss inspire fear,” Skarviss explained and tilted his head to the side again. “They stand at the top because none would dare question them. You… you will not be obeyed so easily.”

I sighed because the lizard-man was right. I glanced at the wizards, who looked at me like I might explode, while the monstrous women stared at me like I was dinner. None of them looked exactly ready to ‘obey’.

“Right,” I said shakily. “So the dragon could just growl, and people would snap to attention. But I’ll have to negotiate? Talk to people? Beg?”

“Not the last one,” Skarviss hissed faintly. “But yesss. You will need to use your brain. Think and ssolve.”

“He may fail before he begins,” the beetle-woman clicked her mandibles. “He has no fire, no claws.”

“Perhaps,” Skarviss said calmly without looking at her. “But perhaps fire is not what the mountain needs right now.”

“As if you would know what the mountain needs, you--” the green woman started, but the jelly-woman laid a hand on her shoulder, and she quickly quieted.

“So,” I dropped my head into my hands. “Fantastic. I’m being forced into middle management for monsters.”

“It is not the middle.” Skarviss leaned so close I could feel his breath. “There is nothing above you. Without you, no one has reason to obey or behave. They will not follow a wizard, or a dwarf, even less so me. They will turn to fighting, and many will lose their lives. You must hold it all together.”

The fire blooming in my birthmark pulsed harder at his words as if it agreed. The rhythm matched my racing heart, and heat crawled through me like it was burning the denial out of my skin. I swallowed hard and tasted iron on my tongue.

“So what happens if I just say no?” I asked. My voice cracked halfway through the sentence. “Could you send me home?”

“Home.” Skarviss sounded like he was tasting an unfamiliar word, and his tail swayed in slow arcs as his eyes narrowed. “I have no idea what the mountain will do. I’m not sure the wizards even know such a spell. But would you really go home and leave all the innocents in this mountain to fend for their own lives?”

I thought for a moment. My immediate answer was ‘yes, I’d be happy to’, but even if that was my gut reaction, I knew that regret would follow soon after if I were to actually leave them to their own devices. Even if I didn’t know what this new world was or care much about the people I’d met thus far, maybe I just had too much goodwill in my heart to doom them. There was also my annoying habit of wanting to solve problems, and it would gnaw at me for ages if I didn’t do something.

This entire situation scared the hell out of me, but it was also one that demanded logical solutions. If I couldn’t do anything else, I could at least provide that.

Besides, the other option was to go back to my normal life, filled with people like Kyle. Did I really want to spend the rest of my life poring over receipts and arguing with salesmen? The answer to that was a very firm ‘not in a million years’.

“No,” I replied slowly and raised my chin to meet Skarviss’ eyes. “I don’t think I could do that.”

The furry woman whistled as she chuckled, and a moment later the other women had similar reactions of surprise.

“Braver than you look, little dragon,” the furry woman said. “At least you’re not running away.”

“Not yet,” the green woman said as she rolled her eyes. “But talk is cheap. He’ll probably trip over his own feet the minute he has to handle a real threat.”

As much as I agreed with her, the woman’s tone made me want to prove her wrong. I glared back at her for a few seconds and then turned back to the lizard-man with what I hoped was more conviction.

“You’ll pick it up quickly,” Skarviss assured me. “Every day will bring a new trial. Hunger there, greed there, someone’sss anger spilling into someone else’sss work. You will act as sole judge and arbiter.”

I sat there, with my shirt crumpled in my fist, and stared up at the circle of monsters and wizards who looked way too serious about putting me in charge of their collapsing ecosystem.

“This is kind of insane,” I said again, because it was the only thing I could think to say.

I was also still half-naked as a sudden breeze reminded me, so I pulled my shirt back on like it was no big deal. It bought me a few seconds, though it felt weird to have an audience that was still there when I finally looked up again.

“Insane, yesss,” Skarviss agreed softly once he could see my eyes again. “Most great things start this way. What do you have to lose, little dragon? You are already here, and already bound and marked. If you walk away, the mountain burnsss behind you. If you try to ssserve it, maybe it livessss.”

I swallowed hard, and my chest felt like a furnace as the mark pulsed. Running wasn’t an option here because I had no idea where I was, and I was sure most of these creatures would catch me easily. Dying wasn’t exactly appealing either, which I had a sneaking suspicion was the punishment most of the people in this room would like to inflict on me. That really only left me with one option.

“I don’t even know where to start,” I admitted as I began to button my shirt back up. “I can’t just wave my arms and start fixing things.”

The bearded wizard stepped forward, and his robes whispered over the stone as he moved. It spoke of power even though he barely made a sound.

“Perhaps it is time to test the young lord,” the wizard suggested. “The goblins have been stirring for days now, and they’ve started picking fights with passersby for no good reason. Their fighting, if it stays within themselves, affects us very little. However, it has started to spill outward, and if left unchecked, it will continue to spread.”

“The goblins,” I repeated. “The goblins are fighting.”

“Better to cut your teeth on them than on something bigger.” The furry woman’s grin widened with delight. “If you fail, we can always threaten to eat them until they fall back into line.”

“Comforting,” I said dryly.

I exhaled slowly through my teeth. My head throbbed, and my chest burned, but at least there was something I could actually do.

“Fine,” I said, more to myself than to them. “I’ll try. Just… don’t expect any miracles.”

Skarviss’ tail flicked once in satisfaction as though he had been waiting a lifetime for me to give in. He leaned closer, and his golden eyes held mine without blinking.

“We are not expecting anything at all,” he said. “Come. The goblins wait below.”

He turned without another word, and his feet clicked against the stone floor as he moved toward one of the dark tunnels that led out of the chamber. The others all looked at me expectantly, so clearly, I was supposed to follow the lizard-man.

For the first time since I had landed in this strange world, I took the time to really look around at this strange place where I’d landed. It looked like we were in a stone room with crystal lanterns embedded in the walls. The lights dimmed as Skarviss passed and flared again once his tail disappeared into the shadows. I watched him vanish in the darkness and gulped.

I glanced around at the others, who hadn’t moved yet, and secretly hoped someone might tell me that this was a bad idea and I should be sent home immediately. But all I got in return were blank stares. The bearded wizard finally lifted his staff slightly.

“Go, dragon,” he said. “Begin your journey.”

My legs carried me forward before my brain could talk me out of it. The damp tunnel swallowed me whole, and I noticed my footsteps echoed much louder than Skarviss’ soundless glide.

The corridor sloped downward, and though it twisted in a spiral, it never felt cramped. Instead, the mountain opened up as we went deeper, and I could see veins of crystal in the stone walls. Each glowed faintly in otherworldly colors, like blues that shimmered into violet, reds that pulsed with heat like embers, and even a pale turquoise that rippled like water. It was less like a tunnel and more like walking through the inside of some elaborate rock museum.

“Don’t fall behind,” Skarviss hissed without turning his head. “The mountain has many mouths, and not all are kind to newcomers.”

“That’s comforting,” I muttered as I sped up. “You’re a natural tour guide.”

“I speak the plain truth.” His shoulders rose and fell once in what might’ve been a laugh. “The mountain feeds on the weak.”

The tunnel widened suddenly, and my breath caught in my throat as I gaped at the cavern. It was so massive I couldn’t see the ceiling, and pillars of stone rose like cathedral columns into the darkness. Each column was etched with glowing runes that pulsed faintly in rhythm with the mark on my chest. Bridges of dark metal and rope crisscrossed the open space to connect ledges where strange dwellings had been carved directly into the rock walls.

It was alive, though not in the way a city would normally buzz with cars and billboards, but alive in a primal, breathing sense. It was more like a massive village than an urban city. The air hummed with faint voices and movement, and I could hear water rushing somewhere far below. A faint fluttering of wings echoed in the vastness from somewhere overhead, but I couldn’t see anything flying around.

“What… is this place?” My voice sounded small against the vastness of the space.

“One of the mountain’s pockets,” Skarviss said simply. “Dwarves carved residences into the stone.”

I squinted at one of the ledges as we passed. A cluster of short, stocky men were gathered there, and each held a large wooden cup. They laughed heartily, and the sound bounced across the cavern.

Their beards were braided with copper rings, and their arms were thick and scarred from what must have been years of swinging tools. Even from a distance, I could smell the sharp tang of alcohol. They looked almost normal compared to the creatures I’d already seen, especially since they were sitting down, but I could still tell their proportions were shorter and smaller than the average person.

“Dwarves?” I guessed.

“Correct,” Skarviss inclined his head. “They dig and drink, but their loyalty is not free. They served the dragon because he paid for room, board, protection, and ale.”

“Sounds like the contractors back home,” I muttered. “They don’t care who signs the check, so long as it clears.”

Skarviss flicked his tongue once, and the tip darted past his sharp teeth.

“A check?” he asked.

“Never mind,” I sighed. “Different world.”

We walked along the ledge, until we reached a bridge that creaked under our weight. Farther down, I caught sight of glowing terraces carved into the stone itself. I couldn’t make out what they were from this distance, but the light seemed to be coming from something distinctly mushroom shaped.

Skarviss moved forward like he’d walked these paths a thousand times. His feet never hesitated as they clicked softly against the boards, while I shuffled along behind him like a tourist who was terrified to let go of the rope railing.

“Don’t look down,” Skarviss hissed after a pause.

“Little late for that,” I muttered.

The bridge took us to another ledge, though this one was broader and lined with torch sconces hammered into the stone. The flames were green and cast long, eerie shadows across the walls that felt more like a Halloween prank than a warm and welcoming spot.

At the far end of the ledge was another tunnel, though it looked narrower than the one we’d used to get here. Its mouth looked like a jagged wound in the stone, and as soon as we stepped inside, the sound around us changed. The constant hum of the great cavern vanished, and the dense air created sharper echoes. Every step sounded like it traveled for miles.

My chest burned again as the mark throbbed. It got hotter the deeper we went, as though it knew what was waiting ahead. Skarviss slowed just enough to glance over his shoulder, and his golden eyes glowed faintly in the dim light.

“They are near,” he whispered.

“The goblins?” I asked quietly.

“Yes,” he murmured. “Their warrens infest the lower pocketsss. Always loud, and always fighting. You will hear them before you see them. Maybe smell them, too.”

I licked my lips nervously and strained my ears. At first, I heard nothing besides the dripping of water and the faint groan of shifting stone. But then I picked out a faint shriek that was high and cruel. It was followed by another shriek, and then laughter, until the shrieking and laughing overlapped.

My stomach dropped as the tunnel bent downward again. The stone floor was worn smooth underfoot, and shadows flitted ahead, though they were too quick to see what they were. All I could say for sure was that I’d seen a few darting shapes against the faint glow of distant fires.

We rounded a bend, and the space opened up again. This cavern wasn’t grand or particularly impressive, but raw, jagged, and uneven. It was lit by fires that burned too hot and too wild. Crude huts of straw and hide clustered together in chaotic heaps, with some stacked atop each other as though they’d been thrown there rather than built.

And there they were. The goblins.

There were dozens of small, wiry figures with greenish skin, too-large eyes, and giant yellowed teeth. Some shrieked and fought over piles of scrap while they jabbed at each other with bent daggers. Others ran laughing through the camp with food and trinkets, chased by mobs of their own kind. The smell was worse than anything yet, and I tried not to gag on the mix of rot, smoke, and sweat.

I froze at the edge of the ledge as my stomach twisted. This was no petty squabble. It was a riot and a writhing mess of chaos that looked like it could spill out of the cavern at any second.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

The goblins hadn’t noticed us yet, since they were too busy tearing into each other while they shrieked and laughed. One of them, a little thing with ears so long they smacked into other goblins, leaped onto someone’s back and bit at his scalp until both of them fell screaming into the dirt.

I swallowed hard as my throat suddenly went dry. My chest burned like it wanted to push me forward, but my legs felt frozen.

Then, without warning, Skarviss pushed me forward.

It wasn’t violent, just a firm shove between my shoulders, but it sent me stumbling forward and down the slope. Loose rocks skittered ahead of my boots to announce my arrival, and I swore loudly as I flailed my arms to keep my balance.

When I looked up, every goblin had gone quiet. Dozens of yellow eyes fixed on me at once, and the shrieking quieted so suddenly it felt like someone had cut all the sound out of the air. Even the fires seemed quieter, their crackles muted.

Then the goblins began to screech in unison.
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Chapter 3

The screeching hit me all at once, like someone had split open ny scalp with a hundred knives and left them vibrating in my skull. It wasn’t just noise, but a raw, grating chaos made up of a thousand whistles and wails that overlapped and crashed into each other until I thought my ears might bleed.

I threw my hands up over my head on instinct as I braced for claws and teeth, but nothing came. No rushing green bodies or sharp blades surged toward me, which admittedly, was a relief.

Instead, the goblins scrambled backward, and their shrieking retreated with them, like they’d been doused with cold water. They tumbled over each other like startled insects as they jerked and scrambled in every direction to get as far away from me as possible.

One particularly wiry goblin shrieked and dropped his bent dagger, then scurried up the side of a hut like a terrified lizard. His long toes gripped wood that barely supported him, but he somehow made it up the side. Another one dove headfirst into a pile of bones and scrap metal, where it wriggled around like it was the safest place in the world, only to get shoved out by three others who tried to cram themselves into the same hole. They flew into a frenzy of elbows, ears, and oversized noses, but none of them dared push forward.

Dozens of yellow eyes stared at me from every angle, wide and gleaming, and the noise shifted from the earlier battle cries to something more like panicked chatter. It was still sharp, but much thinner, like the whine of a kettle left on the fire.

“What the hell,” I whispered as I watched the chaos. “They’re… afraid of me?”

The mark on my chest burned with every single heartbeat, and each pulse felt like a brand pressed harder into my skin. I risked a glance down and, sure enough, the faint light was bleeding through the fabric of my shirt and glowed against the stone.

“They know the mark,” Skarviss’ voice hissed from somewhere above me, calm and almost amused. “They know the mountain, and they know what you are.”

“What I am?” My voice cracked embarrassingly on the last word, and I gestured weakly at myself. “I’m not anything! I’m just some guy who fell through an elevator and ended up in some new world. What, you’re telling me this birthmark is enough to scare an entire mob of these gremlins?”

“Goblins,” Skarviss corrected sharply as though it mattered, and his tongue flicked once in the air. “And yes. They are not brave creatures, and they can smell the dragon on you. They think you have come to whip them into line as the last dragon did before you.”

I blinked at him and then looked back at the mob of twitching green figures. They had quieted somewhat, though not completely, and the shrieks had softened into a low, constant whine, punctuated by the occasional hiss or nervous chatter. Their bodies jerked and twitched in half movements as their wiry arms pulled close to their chests or spread wide like they couldn’t decide whether to fight or run. Some gnawed on their knuckles and others smacked their oversized ears, like they were trying to knock some sense into themselves. They almost looked like a kindergarten class about to get caught doing something they weren’t supposed to.

“Uh…” I coughed into my fist and forced my voice to steady. ”Listen, uh… I’m not here to whip anyone into shape. Literally, I mean.”

The screeching faltered again and thinned into silence as confusion rippled through the crowd. I could see it in the tilt of their heads, the flick of their enormous ears, and the way their sharp noses twitched rapidly like a hundred little rats all sniffing the air at once. The firelight caught their teeth as uncertainty passed through them in a thick wave.

One braver goblin, who looked like he’d gotten a chunk of his nose bitten off in some fight years ago, crouched forward on knobby legs and barked out a single line.

“Not whip?” he asked in a voice as shaky as gravel rattling inside a tin cup. “Not dragon?”

“Not a dragon,” I said quickly and raised my hands like I was talking someone down from a ledge. “Well, not the dragon you know. It’s complicated.”

That set off another round of shrieking, but this time it wasn’t terrified. Instead, it was confused and manic, and a storm of questions and declarations were hurled at me all at once. The sound piled on itself as words dripped over each other until I couldn’t hear who was saying what.

Out of the chaos, I could make out a few distinct words, though ‘complicated’, ‘baby dragon’, and ‘runt’ seemed to be the words most frequently passed around.

“Hey!” I shouted so loudly that my voice cracked against the cavern walls like a rifle shot.

The sound stopped them dead. Every goblin flinched at once, and their spindly shoulders hunched against the sudden sound. Their sharp teeth clacked nervously, and for the first time since stepping into their chaotic little nest, I had absolute silence.

“I just…” I hesitated. “I want to know why you’ve been causing so much trouble. That’s it. I’m not here to burn you or whip you, or do whatever nightmare you’ve built up in your heads.”

The silence stretched long enough that I thought maybe they hadn’t understood me. Then, slowly, as though testing if I would lash out, a small knot of goblins crept forward from the crowd. Their movements were jerky but hesitant, like kids inching closer to a stranger. Their eyes were still huge, and their ears twitched like antennae, and one of them clutched a broken spoon in both hands as if it were a sacred weapon. Another fiddled compulsively with a length of string, which it twisted around its clawed fingers until they turned red.

Finally, one of them burst out with words in a squeaky, rushed voice that tumbled over itself, desperate to be heard. It was the one with the spoon, who then shook it like it was proof of something, his voice squeaking higher as the words tumbled out of him.

“We fight because… because… we have nothing to do! No digging, no smashing, no shiny work!” He slapped the spoon against his chest with a dull clink as his oversized eyes watered from the sheer drama of it. “Goblin with nothing to do gets angry! Loud! Fighty!”

The words rippled through the others like a spark in dry brush. Immediately, a half-dozen more goblins started to shriek their agreement.

“Nothing to do!” they howled. “Bored! Bored, bored, bored!”

The chant grew until the cavern echoed with it, while dozens of little green bodies hopped up and down in chaotic rhythm as clawed feet slapped the stone. It sounded less like a mob and more like a schoolyard of hyperactive kids rallying around a playground insult.

I stood there in dumbfounded silence and watched them bounce around like caffeinated ferrets, while the chant bounced loudly around my skull. Bored, bored, bored! It was ridiculous, but also honestly kind of terrifying. If these goblins were fighting and ripping each other apart out of boredom, then keeping them busy would be the priority.

“Wait!” I shouted and clapped my hands to get their attention.

The sound startled them so much that they froze for a moment. Some were caught mid-jump while others were still either gnawing on their skin or one of their peers, but they all stopped and stared at me again.

“You’re saying all of this…” I gestured to the overturned and broken huts, bloodied noses, and the fires, “is because you guys are bored?”

Dozens of heads bobbed in unison, and a shrill chorus of yeses nearly made me stumble backward. They weren’t even sheepish or the slightest bit embarrassed about it. Instead, they looked proud and vindicated, like I had finally uncovered the great injustice of their existence.

I pinched the bridge of my nose as I tried to ignore the heat from the mark that still throbbed through my shirt. This couldn’t be real. Of all the problems that this nightmare mountain could possibly throw at me, from a goblin rebellion or massive sabotage attempt, it had instead given me a kindergarten class that was terminally bored. The thought was so stupid I wanted to laugh, but when I tried, the sound came out strangled, caught between disbelief and exhaustion.

“Okay, okay,” I said, and dragged the words out like I was talking to children. “If you’re bored, why don’t you just, I don’t know, do something? Build something? Clean? Go outside, I guess?”

A ripple of horror passed through the crowd so fast it almost made me step back again. Goblin jaws dropped open, their ears quivered violently, and one of them actually shrieked like I’d suggested they swallow nails.

“Do something?” the spoon-clutcher squealed and grabbed at his chest like the words had stabbed him. “Goblins cannot do things unless someone tells us to do things!”

More goblins nodded so furiously their teeth chattered in their skulls while others smacked their knuckles against the ground for emphasis.

“Yes, yes, yes!” they chorused. “Tell goblins what to do! Tell, tell, tell!”

I watched as one goblin even fell to his knees and flung his hands up dramatically.

“We need orders or we die!” the goblin screeched.

I blinked at them and then blinked again. The disbelief was so sharp it hurt, and for a moment, my brain felt like it had short-circuited.

“You… can’t just decide to do something on your own?” I asked slowly and carefully, like maybe I was missing something obvious. “Like, no one here thought ‘hey, maybe I’ll fix my roof instead of punching my neighbor?’”

The crowd of goblins murmured like a flock of nervous pigeons as their ears flapped and heads bobbed.

”Nobody told us to fix roof!” one shouted back. “Roof fall, goblin sleep under it! That is fine! That is goblin way!”

”Goblin way!” another echoed, as he threw both arms in the air and nearly smacked his neighbor in the face. The neighbor hissed but didn’t retaliate.

“Goblin way,” the neighbor muttered.

My jaw went slack. I actually felt my brain bounce back to my old office, to the glass-walled meeting rooms and the interns who sat there like wilted plants unless you spoon-fed them exactly what to do. I could see one of the kids now in my mind, who once emailed me asking for ‘next steps’ after I had already sent him three detailed bullet points on what to do. If I hadn’t written ‘step one’ at the top, he’d never have figured out where to start. These goblins were shockingly similar, more or less just brattier interns with big knives, and suddenly I understood why a dragon had been necessary to keep them in line. Without orders, apparently, they just spiraled into chaos.

”Oh, my God,” I muttered and dragged both hands down my face. “You guys would make the best interns.”

”Intern?” one goblin squeaked, enunciating the word slowly like it was foreign. Then, predictably, the whole crowd started to repeat the word in messy unison.

”In-tern! In-tern! In-tern!” they chanted, and as each goblin picked up the rhythm, their ears flapped and teeth gnashed, while little feet stomped the stone floor like a drum.

”Stop, stop! No, that’s not… Ugh, never mind,” I groaned and waved my hands at them.

The mark on my chest burned hotter, and I could feel the weight of expectations press down on me from a hundred nervous, waiting goblin eyes. They really weren’t going to move until I gave them something to do.

Unless…

“How about this?” I said slowly and crouched down. “What do you guys want to do?”

The silence that followed my question was unlike anything I’d heard in my life. It was like someone had pulled the plug on every sound wave at once. Dozens of goblins froze mid-movement, and their spindly arms and legs went stiff like they’d been hit with a freeze ray. Their ears still twitched, but that was the only sign they were still alive.

Their wide, yellow eyes blinked in eerie unison, all fixed on me as if I had just spoken complete gibberish. Even the fire in the cavern seemed to crackle a little softer, and the absence of chaos was so sudden it actually made my skin crawl. Had I broken some unspoken law of their world? If I had, I was sure they were all about to lunge at me.

For a long moment, nobody moved, but then, a goblin near the front, with mottled green and brown skin and a half-chewed ear, shook like he was being electrocuted. His mouth opened, closed, and then opened again as he struggled to form sounds. When he finally spoke, his voice was small and bewildered, like he was trying the thought on for size.

”I…” he said slowly. “I want to… Make rock pictures?”

The words came out as if they physically hurt him to say and each syllable scraped against his teeth. Immediately, every goblin in the cavern gasped, and some even dramatically clapped their hands over their mouths as though he had confessed to something nefarious.

”Rock pictures?” I repeated as I leaned forward and squinted at him. “You mean, like, making pictures on rocks?”

I raised an eyebrow as the goblin nodded so frantically his ears flapped. He bent his knees and clutched his skinny arms to his chest, which I realized was him waiting for judgment to fall, apparently convinced I would smack him for even suggesting it.

”Sure,” I said. “Why not? Make rock pictures. Do that until you’re given another task.”

The goblin squealed in high-pitched delight and then spun in a circle like a dog chasing its tail.

”Rock pictures!” he screamed before he darted off toward a pile of discarded rubble.

He clawed at the ground until he unearthed a smooth slab, and then he immediately began to drag his fingernails across it, all while giggling hysterically. The sound echoed through the cavern, and every goblin around him stared in horrified silence. Then, with the dam apparently broken, a flood of voices erupted.

“Me next!” the crowd yelled. “I want a job! Tell me what to want!”

They scrambled closer, and their bony knees knocked together and their hands clawed at the air in front of me in desperation. I stumbled back, overwhelmed by the sudden crush of noise.

”Wait, wait! One at a time!” I shouted as I waved my arms like I was fighting off a swarm of bees. “That wasn’t an invitation for all of you to… God, okay, fine! Calm down!”

My voice bounced off the walls and cut through their shrieks just enough to get them to freeze again, though they still twitched and muttered under their breaths. My pulse hammered in my throat as my birthmark pulsed hotter, but this time, the heat almost felt approving.

”You give them choice?” Skarviss’ voice hissed behind me. “That is folly. Goblinsss cannot handle choice. They will only fall back to chaosss. You musssst command them, not indulge their nonsense. Else they bite you for it.”

I looked up at him, incredulous.

”They’re already biting each other, Skarviss. That’s the problem, isn’t it?” I gestured to the camp, where three goblins were currently attempting to help the rock picture goblin by throwing pebbles at his slab, while he shrieked at them to get away. “What if they’re not naturally destructive, just… terminally bored? What if they don’t even know how to exist without being told what to do, so they make trouble to fill that gap?”

”Goblinsss are trouble. That is what they are.” Skarviss tilted his head, his voice ironclad with certainty, like he was reciting scripture. “No dragon ever thought otherwise. They are pestssss to be beaten, whipped, and crushed into service. Give them a rope and they hang themselves, always. You will regret this softness.”

I swallowed against a dry throat. I wanted to argue and snap back, but Skarviss had been here for much longer than the hour that I had, and I had no way of knowing if I was right. Still, I looked back at the goblins and saw something I couldn’t ignore. A spark. Not a particularly large amount of intelligence or wisdom, but the simple thrill of being told they could want something, that they were allowed to dream. Even if that something was scratching crude shapes into a rock.

”Maybe,” I said slowly as I watched the strange little creatures, “or maybe they’ve never been given the chance to try anything different.”

The goblins, meanwhile, had begun to argue over who got to go next. A wiry one with a lopsided jaw shrieked something about ‘building sticks into a tall stick’, while another screeched back about making the fire bigger. A third grabbed at my foot and gave me puppy-dog eyes.

”Tell goblin what goblin wants!” His nose twitched wildly, and his ears flopped as he bounced on the balls of his feet.

It was both pathetic and terrifying, like a toddler wielding a loaded gun and begging for attention.

”Okay, okay, stop grabbing me!” I shook my leg until he let go and then raised both hands. “One at a time. One of you wants to make a tower of sticks? Fine, do that. Another one wants to… Make fire bigger? Uh, sure, but don’t burn the place down, please. That’s not an order. That’s a warning.”

My voice cracked with exasperation, but it didn’t matter when they screamed with glee. Without fail, they dashed off as soon as they were told what to do, though they still bumped into each other and clawed at both the wood piles and fire pits with wild abandon.

Skarviss gave a long, drawn-out hiss, low enough that I felt it in my teeth.

”Don’t you think you have indulged them too much?” the lizard-man asked. “They will turn on each other when the novelty fades. Better to beat them into line early, before they mistake your softness for weakness.”

I shot him a glare, though my stomach twisted under the weight of his words.

”I’m giving them something to do besides stabbing each other for fun. Isn’t that the whole point? They’ve got energy and numbers, and they’re basically free labor if they stop trying to kill everything that moves. Why waste that?” My voice sounded braver than I felt, but I pressed on. “You say they only obey strength. Fine. But maybe strength doesn’t always mean beating them bloody. In this case, I think it just means giving them structure.”

The mark pulsed harder and seared through my chest in sharp bursts, like it agreed with the words. The goblins were too busy with their projects to notice me flinch, as one balanced sticks that toppled every three seconds and another blew wildly at a fire that smoked more than it burned. But they were occupied, and more importantly, they weren’t clawing each other to ribbons. That had to count for something.

One of the smaller goblins shuffled forward again while he wrung his hands nervously. He looked up at me with wide, yellow eyes and whispered so quietly I almost missed it.

”Can goblins…” He hesitated and then slowly added the last word. “Sing?”

My chest tightened. They really were just like toddlers, if I didn’t look too closely. I crouched down so I was eye level with the goblin and ignored Skarviss’ hiss of protest behind me.

”Yeah,” I said softly. “Sure. You can sing.”

The goblin’s ears flapped wildly, and he gave a screech of pure delight before running off toward a group of others. Within seconds, a chorus of shrill, off-key howling erupted and bounced around the cavern. I winced at the sound, but I couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at my lips. Instead of tearing each other apart, they had all found something that they wanted to do. Their chaos had a purpose.

One of the goblins, shorter than the others but with ears so big they dragged against the ground when he hunched, came scuttling toward me while clutching something in both hands. His eyes gleamed with a desperate sort of pride, and he shoved the object almost directly into my chest. I barely had time to recoil before I realized I was looking at a jagged rock with three crooked lines scratched into it to form what might have been a lopsided triangle. He must have been making rock drawings with the other goblin.

”Look!” the goblin shrieked as he bounced up and down. “Picture! Picture of… Dragon!”

I blinked, tilted my head, and squinted at the scratches again. It looked less like a dragon and more like a misshapen potato with a stick coming out of it. My brain stuttered for an appropriate reaction.

“U-uh…” I stuttered to buy time and then forced a wide grin onto my face. “Wow. That’s really… That’s really good! You did that?”

The goblin screeched with delight and flashed his yellow, jagged teeth at me. He then spun in a circle as he waved the rock above his head like it was a trophy. The other goblins gasped and muttered, suddenly jealous of the attention. They rushed back to their piles of junk, and soon they were all frantically scratching rocks together or trying to balance sticks higher and higher. I realized too late I had created a competition. Still, the mark on my chest pulsed warmly, and I figured fake enthusiasm was a small price to pay if it meant they weren’t stabbing each other.

Not long after, another goblin scuttled up with something he had to drag behind him. It was a mess of twine, sticks, and sharp stones all tied together in a way that looked vaguely artistic but closer to some sort of rudimentary booby trap.

“Trap!” he declared proudly and puffed his chest out. “Trap for something big!”

He tugged on the string, and the whole contraption collapsed into a heap of sticks. He stared at it for a moment, then looked back at me expectantly, with yellow eyes wide with hope. I plastered the same giant smile across my face and gave him two thumbs up.

“Nice work,” I said. “Uh… Very creative. Excellent trap.”

He shrieked with glee, apparently unbothered by the failure, and scampered back to rebuild it.

Within minutes, the cavern had transformed from a goblin riot into something bizarrely resembling an art fair run by a bunch of hyperactive children. Goblins proudly shoved half-finished projects toward each other, sometimes shrieking with jealousy when another’s was better, but instead of knives and teeth, they used words. Well, as close to words as they could get.

I watched a goblin braid strands of old rope into a knotted mess he called goblin chain, and then I turned just in time to see a goblin balance six small animal skulls into a pyramid and insist it was a goblin tower. Yet another smeared soot across a rock with his filthy hands and declared it goblin painting. The sound was still chaotic, filled with screeches, giggles, and an occasional crush, but the vibe was different. Now it was focused and purposeful.

I found myself standing in the middle of it all, hands braced on my knees and staring around in disbelief. My heart still raced, but not from fear, but from a slow pride. The goblins were busy. Happy, even.

The pulses from the mark on my chest had dulled to a gentle throb, like a heartbeat resting after a long sprint. Skarviss still loomed above me, silent but coiled, and when I glanced up, I saw his eyes flick between me and the goblins with an emotion I couldn’t quite place. There was a healthy dose of suspicion in the stare, but also begrudging curiosity. I ignored him for the moment, too focused on the fact that I had apparently succeeded with my task in calming the goblins and hadn’t gotten torn apart in the process.

It didn’t take long before one of the goblins shuffled closer again, while he rubbed the back of his neck with his hands.

“Goblin like… make things,” he muttered shyly without meeting my eyes. “Little things. Trap things. Sharp things. Boom things.”

He pantomimed a little explosion with his fingers, then cackled at his own display. It showed far too many teeth for my comfort, but I nodded in encouragement.

A chorus of other goblins immediately joined in as they yelled about sneaky holes, pointy sticks, and big noisy fireballs. The air was being filled with screeching ideas, half of which would have been OSHA violations had we been under their jurisdiction.

“Crafts,” I muttered under my breath and almost laughed despite myself. “You guys just like crafts. The world’s weirdest arts and crafts club.”

I raised my voice and pointed at one of them, who was proudly tying three rusty nails to a bone.

“See?” I said. “That’s good. Useful, even. Keep making stuff, guys. You can do traps, weapons, whatever.”

The goblin I had gestured to shrieked with pride and held his monstrosity aloft like it was Excalibur. The others immediately dove back into their piles of junk, frenzied but joyful. Meanwhile, Skarviss had finally uncoiled enough to step closer, and his claws clicked against the stone.

“They do not work without a command, as far as we have seen,” he said sharply. “And yet, you give them only a whissssper, and they leap to act. They obey.”

His tone wasn’t exactly overflowing with admiration. In fact, it held a healthy dollop of disbelief tinged with unease as he stared at me with confusion. I wiped sweat from my brow with the back of my sleeve.

“Yeah, well, maybe all they needed was someone to…” I gestured faintly toward the chaos, where one goblin was proudly balancing a crude spear on his nose. “I don’t know, acknowledge them. Give them something to focus on. They’re not much different from--”

I cut myself off before saying ‘interns’ again. No point in confusing Skarviss, or reminding the goblins of a word they’d latched onto and then continue to chant until my brain bled.

“From kids,” I finished lamely. “Like… rowdy kids.”

“They are not children.” Skarviss’ eyes narrowed further, and his tail lashed once to rattle a few stones loose. “They are vermin.”

I looked over at him with a small frown, but instead of continuing with the same sentiment, he gave a small sigh. Then, to my surprise, he smiled. It was an expression that looked more tired than happy, but I took it as a good sign.

“They are vermin,” he continued. “And yet, you treat them as if they have autonomy. I sussspect that will make you quite popular with them. Far more than the lasssst dragon was.”

“They didn’t like him much?” I looked over at Skarviss.

“They liked him about as much as a goblin can appreciate a dragon,” Skarviss said. “Which is to ssssay, appreciated, but not liked.”

I studied Skarviss’ expression as I tried to decide whether that half-smile was supposed to be threatening or respectful. Maybe it was both.

His gaze lingered on me for a moment before he finally turned away to scan the cavern as if to reassure himself the goblins weren’t about to spring back into their usual violence. Thankfully, they weren’t. They were too busy tripping over their own projects while they waved rocks around like priceless relics or blew so hard at the campfires that their green cheeks puffed out like balloons.

The sheer ridiculousness of it all made my chest ache with restrained laughter. If these guys were considered vermin, then I’d been supervising much worse every summer internship season back home.

“You ssshould not have been able to do this,” Skarviss said slowly as his tail twitched behind him. “It is… unsettling.”

“Call it management,” I shrugged. “I guess I’ve been watching my own bosses do it wrong for so long that I’ve figured out ways to do it right.”

“Management,” Skarviss let out a soft snort, and swept a hand toward the chaos of craft and shrieks. “You mean to say all of this is management?”

My life before this flashed through my mind. Office cubicles, stale coffee, endless meetings that could’ve been emails, dealing with outrageous people and their outrageous demands for cash. There’d been a lot of long nights, too, just like the one I’d been stuck in earlier, where I stared at the ceiling and wondered how I’d managed to get stuck in neutral for so long. Compared to that, even the shrieking chaos of goblins felt vibrant and lively. Dangerous, yes, and absolutely unpredictable, but alive. I couldn’t deny that I liked it more than I should.

Skarviss noticed my expression, and made a soft noise, almost a chuckle, though it had the texture of grinding stone.

“You seem to find joy in this madness,” he commented. “That may serve you more than you know."

His eyes glowed faintly in the firelight, and he regarded me not with disdain, but with something closer to respect now. The lizard-man nodded and then glanced back at the goblins.

The workers were still shrieking, though the sound was almost like white noise now. It was a background hum of activity like I’d found in every office building I’d ever walked into, though this one carried a strange sort of rhythm.

I let it wash over me and felt strangely comforted. This world, for all its sharp teeth and impossible rules, was growing on me, and I couldn’t have explained why if I tried. All I knew was that for the first time in years, I wasn’t bored, and that was worth more than any dragon treasure.

“So,” I said and clapped my hands together to force a note of cheer into my voice. “If the goblin crisis is officially handled, what’s the next thing that needs to be sorted out?”

I meant it as a joke, mostly, but I wanted to keep momentum while I still had it. There was a long silence while Skarviss stared at me, and his slit pupils eyes never blinked. He seemed hesitant, almost uncomfortable, to raise the next point.

“What?” I frowned. “Did I say something wrong?”

“Well…” Skarviss dragged the word out as his tongue flicked between his teeth. “There isss… another matter.”

I raised an eyebrow as my stomach tightened with unease.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “Hit me with it. What’s next?”

“Well,” he repeated as his tail coiled around him, “there is the issue of… your wives.”

I blinked. My brain had come up with the scratching sound of a needle lifted from a record too quickly, and I felt like I’d walked into a wall. I shook my head, but the word still didn’t make sense.

“My…” I blinked again. “Wives?”
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Chapter 4

“My wives,” I repeated slowly, like if I said the words again, they’d make a little more sense.

They didn’t. My brain was still buffering as images of a suburban living room sitcom flashed through my head. I was in an apron, surrounded by a bunch of goblin women who sat around the dinner table. The laugh track played when someone asked where the mashed potatoes went. Except this wasn’t a sitcom, and from Skarviss’ stony expression, he was dead serious.

“You mean, like, actual spouses?” I asked and tried to swallow around the sudden dryness in my throat. “Marriage, rings, vows, the whole deal?”

“The dragon hoard is not only gold and jewelssss,” he explained as his tongue flicked out slowly. “It is beauty. Power. Possession. Hostagesss. The previous lord of this mountain collected not merely physical treasures, but companions. Wives, concubines, consorts, whatever word you prefer. They are part of the hoard as surely as coin. To lose them is to appear diminished… to appear weak.”

His voice dropped lower on the last word, and a hiss like steel dragged across stone. I stared at him blankly for a moment before I threw my hands up.

“Okay, but why? I get gold. I get shiny rocks. I even get castles, maybe. But why wives? What dragon even decided this was a good idea? Did one just wake up one day and say ‘you know what my treasure pile needs? Women.’” I looked over at Skarviss, exasperated. “What the hell kind of business write-off is that supposed to be?”

Skarviss just slowly blinked again, like a true reptilian, apparently while he weighed whether my words deserved a response. I already knew the answer was going to be something along the lines of ‘because… Dragon.’

“It is instinct,” Skarviss said finally, his voice as flat as stone. “Dragons covet beauty, whether that be gold, jewelsss, weaponsss, land, or the most admired of mortals. Some like to hoard booksss, others hoard songs. Most, if not all, like to hoard people. The loveliest and rarest of each ssspecies he could capture or entice. They were prizes, trophies. And his wives were the most prized of all. They are still here. They are now yours.”

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. Finally, I shook my head, like I was trying to rattle the words out of my ears.

“That’s… no. Absolutely not. That’s… look, I can barely deal with dating apps, okay?” My voice had started to rise, so it now echoed off the cavern walls. “I can’t juggle two conversations on Tinder without feeling guilty, and now you’re telling me I’m supposed to just inherit a collection of wives like they’re secondhand furniture?”

“You would do well not to dismiss them outright,” Skarviss hissed in response. “The other dragons will take note. If they see you with no wives, they will also see you as weak. Worse, they will see the hoard as one with no protector. That isss an invitation to war.”

The word ‘war’ punched straight through my chest, heavy and hollow. I let my hands drop and stared at him, dumbfounded.

“Wait. Wait, wait, wait. You’re telling me if I don’t…” I gestured frantically with my hands. “What, collect a harem? A bouquet of wives? If I don’t keep this… this weird, problematic polygamy starter pack intact, other dragons will just come stomping in here and take swings at me?”

I almost laughed at the thickness of the absurdity, except the weight of Skarviss’ unblinking stare told me there wasn’t a joke in anything he had said.

“That is precisely what I am telling you,” he said calmly. “The wives were not chosen idly. Some were gifts, others bribes or exchanges, and others still were the result of victories of conquest. To spurn them is to spurn all who offered them, and to lose them is to show you cannot hold what was won. Dragons are merciless in this regard.”

I dragged both hands through my hair and then tugged lightly at the roots like it would wake me from a nightmare.

“This is insane,” I muttered. “This is so insane. You people just accept this like it’s normal? Like, sure, women are treasures, just put them on the shelf between the emeralds and the cursed crown?”

Skarviss’ tail slapped against the ground, and he looked like he was about to say something, but my bitter laugh interrupted him.

“I’m not a dragon,” I said when I could speak. “I’m not even remotely equipped for this conversation. Hell, I was barely equipped for… that.”

I waved vaguely at the goblins, who thankfully, were still too caught up in their own devices to have paid any attention to ours.

“It matters little what you think.” Skarviss’ tongue flicked once. “The mountain acknowledges you as its master, and that includes the wives. Whether you keep them, dismiss them, or let them rot, they are yours to deal with. But know thisss. Your decision will echo beyond these caverns. The world watches and waits.”

His words sank heavily into my gut, and my brain tried to conjure up the image of my wives as faceless figures in a gallery, where each one glared at me like I was some clueless idiot.

“Okay,” I said finally and took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s say, hypothetically, I don’t just kick them out. What exactly do they do? I mean, are they, like, actually married? Or are they just… here?”

The question came out strangled, but I needed to know how deep this rabbit hole went. Skarviss’ thin lips twisted into something that wasn’t quite a smile.

“They were companions, ornaments, and symbols,” he said like that explained everything. “Some played music for him, some sang, some fought in his name. Others did nothing at all, but each was a jewel in the crown of his hoard. A statement. You will not be expected to love them. That was never the point. But you will be expected to acknowledge them.”

“So if I don’t shake hands with them and nod approvingly, the other dragons will declare war?” I asked. “God, just kill me now.”

“Absolutely not,” Skarviss hissed, clearly offended.

“No, it’s a…” I sighed. “Nevermind. Alright, fine, I’ll talk to them. The wives. Or consorts. Or whatever they are. But I’m not promising anything beyond that.”

“A wise first step,” he said as his tail scraped across the stone. “They will test and measure you. Some will loathe you for what you are not, and others will ssseek to bend you for what they think you could be. But it isss necessary. It isss best you know what lies in your hoard before the world asks.”

That word again. Hoard. I wasn’t sure if I hated it, or if I was just overwhelmed by how much weight it carried here.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Best I know.”

My chest pulsed again with the heat from my mark. Either it was agreeing with Skarviss and approved of my decision, or it was mocking me for being dragged along by all of this. Either way, I was in it now. The goblins were proof enough that I couldn’t ignore problems. If the wives were the next problem, then I’d deal with them. Somehow.

“Prepare yourself,” Skarviss said. “They are not goblins. They will not be placated with games of rocks or sticks.”

I exhaled slowly as the weight of the cavern suddenly pressed down on me. Goblins shrieked in the background, firelight flickered above, and Skarviss loomed in front of me. But somewhere, deep under the anxiety, was the first stirrings of something else.

Anticipation.

I’d been shoved into the deep end, and every new insanity was forcing me to swim harder. And for the first time in years, maybe most of my life, I wasn’t drowning in boredom. I rubbed the back of my neck and gave a weak chuckle.

“Guess I’ll be having a meet-and-greet,” I muttered, more to myself than Skarviss. “Where are they?”

“You have already met a few of them,” Skarviss said. “But the others will have gathered now, ready to meet the new dragon. They have been restlessss since Qeozat’s departure.”

The look on Skarviss’ face told me all that I needed to know as he led me out of the goblin cavern and back through the halls. This was not going to be pleasant.

Back in my regular, ordinary world, I had barely been able to hold down a casual romantic relationship, let alone one that lasted for more than three months. Women didn’t like being treated as a problem that was meant to be solved, or spreadsheets that were meant to be optimized in whatever way possible. I hadn’t even had a long-term girlfriend back in high school or college, and that lack of experience hadn’t exactly helped me when I got older.

That was in stark contrast to my friends, many of whom were in steady, happy relationships. One of them had even gotten engaged a few months ago. When he’d invited me to the wedding, he’d mentioned that I was more than welcome to bring a plus one, but the slight softness of his tone suggested he probably didn’t think I would.

Now, I had to face not just one woman, but an entire collection of them? Even with my limited dating experience, inheriting someone else’s partners seemed like a faux pas, but then again, nothing in this world was the same as mine.

It took me a moment to realize that we seemed to be taking a different route. I couldn’t say why I knew that, since it looked like the same tunnel we’d already been through. The crystals embedded in the walls still shone as we passed, and I even caught sight of my reflection in one of them. I look frazzled and barely put together, and most of my hair stuck out in awkward directions. I tried to smooth it down as we walked, which seemed to help, since the next time I saw my reflection I looked a little less rough.

Skarviss didn’t stop until we reached a massive stone door, decorated with even more crystals than anything we’d seen so far. Skarviss looked over at me with a strange expression on his face, and I nodded once slowly. He opened the door and led me into the chamber.

The air felt heavier in here, like I had walked into a room where a hundred whispered conversations had suddenly stopped. Firelight spread weakly across the chamber from hanging lanterns, and shadows moved in slow, deliberate ways that didn’t match human gestures.

And there they were. The wives. Or, more accurately, the hoard of living trophies.

They weren’t seated in any kind of organized fashion, like a line of thrones. Instead, they were scattered around the room, where they lounged, slithered, swayed, and crouched in ways that made my stomach twist. Some leaned against the walls, where their bodies gleamed unnaturally in the dim light, while others sat in poses that were probably supposed to be seductive but came across as predatory. I froze in the doorway, while my entire brain screamed at me to abort the mission.

I remembered them, or at least a few of them, from that first horrifying glimpse into this world. The not-quite-human, barely-dressed nightmare troop that had stood in the torchlight when I first opened my eyes. Their still-strange bodies and faces rattled me more than I wanted to admit.

“Ah,” Skarviss said softly beside me as though he was announcing my arrival at a dinner party. “Your consorts.”

His tail gave one lazy flick, like he had just dropped a bomb into my lap and was now curious how big the explosion would be.

I couldn’t even respond at first. My mouth opened, but all that came out was a strangled noise that sounded suspiciously like a dying frog.

The nearest figure, the tall woman covered in glossy beetle chitin, tilted her head at me as the light glinted across her segmented body. She moved one long arm in a gesture that might have been a wave, but it made the clicking sound of hard plates scraping together. My soul physically left my body for a second.

I’d hoped that maybe I’d exaggerated their appearances in my head, that maybe I’d hallucinated some of it during my earlier shock. I had not. If anything, they looked worse now, because there was no adrenaline fog or chaos to distract me. It was just them, in crystal-clear detail.

The jelly-skinned one was there, and she wobbled unsteadily as though she was one bad sneeze away from liquefying into a puddle. I could see her organs shift faintly inside her translucent body, and her face dragged downward on one side like it was melting. She smiled at me, or tried to, and the result was something out of a biology textbook.

Next to her was the one with two mouths, and that one nearly did me in. Her top mouth was expressionless, frozen in a blank mask, while the second one in her stomach curled into a wide smile full of too many teeth. The bottom mouth even licked its lips, which made me want to set myself on fire. She adjusted her silk straps, maybe in an effort to draw attention to herself, and the stomach mouth made a low, gurgling noise that set my hair on end. I looked away instantly as I muttered a desperate string of ‘nope, nope, nope’, under my breath. This was worse than any haunted house I’d ever walked through.

They were dressed the same way as before, with chains, scraps of leather, and bits of silk draped in ways that were clearly meant to be enticing, but only emphasized the parts of them that weren’t remotely attractive. The beetle-woman’s carapace gleamed where the silk didn’t cover, and the jelly girl’s body shifted around the fabric like slime. The stomach-mouth woman’s chains jingled when she moved, like the world’s most unholy belly dancer.

All of it seemed designed to project allure, but for me, it only screamed at me to run and not look back. I pressed my hand against the cavern wall to steady myself as my knees threatened mutiny.

Skarviss had mentioned that these were meant to be the loveliest and rarest of each species the dragon managed to find. Rare as they might be, I found myself heavily doubting the lovely part of that description.

The sound of Skarviss’ claws tapping faintly on stone was the only thing keeping me from turning and sprinting back the other way. The cavern felt suffocating, and the air was heavy with the faint scent of incense, smoke, and something organic and musky that I really didn’t want to identify. I dragged my eyes along the women again, and each one watched me with varying degrees of interest, disdain, or worst of all, hunger.

My brain rebelled against the word ‘wives’, like it was trying to firewall me from permanent mental damage. These women were the exact opposite of the apparently beautiful wives that Skarviss had made me expect, now that they were standing in a light that highlighted how alien they all were. My throat bobbed when I swallowed, but no moisture followed.

The first woman, the broad-shouldered, hairy, tusked creature with a putrid, yellowish-green skin, was leaning against one of the stone columns. Her arms were folded across her chest, and her leather scraps hung loose while her tusks glinted faintly in the firelight. She glared at me with the same amount of unfiltered annoyance as before, like my very presence here was a personal insult. Now that I could process her appearance with a clearer mind, she looked just like the fantasy orcs that I used to see in movies, though she was an exaggerated version of even that.

I hadn’t been thrilled by our first encounter, especially since she’d looked like she was a few moments away from punting me across the cavern just for the sake of it. The moment our eyes met again, I felt that tension return, sharp and dangerous.

If the beetle-woman was unsettling, and the jelly woman nauseating, the orc woman was just plain hostile.

“Oh, my God.” The words slipped out before I could reel them back. “It’s you again.”

I instantly regretted saying that aloud. A few of the other wives tilted their heads curiously, accompanied by some clicks and gurgles, while others made noises that were probably laughter. The orc’s nostrils flared as she bared her tusks, and her lips peeled back in a snarl. She didn’t move, but the look she shot me was enough to tell me I had just painted a massive target on myself.

Skarviss’ tail twitched beside me, and I could feel his amusement radiating through the air. I dragged my gaze away from her and scanned the rest of the wives again as I tried my best to avoid eye contact with the orc.

Each of the wives shifted under my attention, like predators waiting to see if their prey would bolt. My throat made another involuntary noise, something close to a gag as I scanned the room. This was a nightmare.

“You’re all, uh…” I paused. “Dressed very… minimally.”

I winced at myself. That wasn’t what I’d meant to say at all. My brain had tried to find something neutral and something polite, and instead spat out the stupid idea of complimenting their outfits. Except there was no real compliment there, because their outfits were barely outfits at all, just chains and scraps, carefully placed to show more than they hid.

The jelly-woman giggled wetly again and leaned forward so that her upper body sagged in slow, nauseating waves. The beetle-woman gave a faint tilt of her head, like she was considering whether or not to take offense. I glanced over briefly at the orc woman, and if looks could kill, her glare would have turned me into ash on the cavern floor.

“I mean… not that I’m complaining, exactly,” I held up my hands defensively. “This isn’t really my… scene. I mean, like, back home, people wear actual clothing. Jeans. Shirts. Hoodies. Normal stuff. And you all are just… like…”

I made a helpless gesture at the jelly woman, whose smile only deepened.

“Like that,” I finished after a moment of hesitation.

After that disaster of an explanation, I wanted to crawl into a hole and never come out. Skarviss said nothing, just watched me unravel as his tail swished idly against the stone. The wives exchanged glances with one another as a silent current of communication passed between them.

“I don’t get it,” I muttered, louder this time as frustration bubbled past the fear. “How is this normal? How is this remotely okay? What dragon just looked at you all and thought, yeah, that’s the kind of thing I want sitting in my treasure pile? That’s the kind of thing that says power around here?”

A dozen pairs of eyes, and in some cases more than pairs, pinned me where I stood. The orc pushed off from the column and finally stepped into the firelight. Her tusks gleamed as she looked me over, and her muscles flexed under the scraps of leather she wore.

“Pathetic,” she said flatly in a rumbling basso.

The word echoed in my ears like a physical blow. She hadn’t bothered to dress it up or hide her hatred behind polite words, just made her judgement of me obvious. I flinched despite myself. Skarviss, to my left, made a faint hiss.

“Look,” I blurted out. “I don’t know what kind of circus this is supposed to be, but I’m not your dragon. I didn’t pick you, I didn’t chain you up, I didn’t put you in this cavern. So guess what? You’re free. Yeah. Free to go, leave, stay, whatever. I don’t care. Do what you want.”

I waited for relief, but none came. The air only grew heavier. The beetle-woman froze for a second, and then her head tilted slowly like she hadn’t fully understood me. The jelly-woman blinked her drooping eyes as her mouth stretched into an expression between confusion and horror. The stomach mouth stopped chuckling, and then its lips curled into a sneer.

The orc, who was still standing across from me, narrowed her eyes and squared her shoulders. A low growl rolled from her throat, and my heartbeat stuttered.

“You dare!” the orc hissed and stepped closer as her fists curled at her sides. “You dare to dismiss us? To discard us like garbage left behind by your betters? We were chosen and claimed, and now you tell us to go? As if we were nothing?”

Her voice shook the air, and I realized just how badly I had miscalculated. Instead of being happy about getting to leave, apparently, they were more offended I had told them to go. I instinctively took a step back, and the movement only seemed to enrage her further. Her tusks jutted out as she bared them fully now, and her jaw tightened as muscles flexed beneath her greenish skin as though she was preparing to rip me in half on principle.

The others shifted with her anger, as if her outrage had set off some unspoken chain reaction. I had expected at least some flicker of relief from them when I said they were free, but instead, the cavern pressed down on me with thick, offended silence. The orc woman took another step toward me.

“You insult us,” she growled. “You mock our honor, and cast aside what was bought, won, given, stolen, or bled for.”

My mouth had gone dry, and for once, I had nothing to say. Not because I didn’t want to defend myself, but because it seemed like every word I said would make things infinitely worse.

Finally, Skarviss’ voice slithered through the tension, and his calm hissing tone sliced cleanly through the wives’ rising outrage.

“Enough,” he hissed.

His tail lashed once against the stone to produce a sound that cracked like a whip. The wives froze in place, and even the orc stopped mid-step. Her nostrils flared, and her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t advance any further. Skarviss tilted his head toward me as his cold gaze flicked once in my direction.

“He speaksss as someone unknowing,” he said. “His insult is born of ignorance, not malice.”

I sighed softly, grateful for his intervention, until I saw the way the wives looked at him and then back at me. Their contempt hadn’t lessened, and if anything, it had only been redirected. Now, I wasn’t just insulting them, but I was so weak I needed protection while doing it.

The orc spat on the ground between us, and the thick glob radiated a putrid smell as it struck stone.

“Ignorant or not,” she growled, “he is unworthy. And you, lizard, are just the same. You will regret this.”

Her gaze lingered on me like a challenge, sharp and venomous, before she finally turned on her heel and stomped away. Her heavy footfalls echoed through the cavern.

The beetle-woman clicked once and then follow-d as her glossy limbs scraped faintly against the stone. The jelly woman made a sad, squelching noise as she trailed behind, and her translucent body quivered with every step. The stomach-mouth cackled once, cruel and shrill, before the woman herself disappeared into the hall.

One by one, the rest peeled away, until the chamber that had felt so stiflingly crowded only moments ago was suddenly cavernous and empty.

I sagged against the nearest column, while my breath escaped in a shaky rush. My hands trembled faintly as I braced them against the stone behind me and tried to force myself not to collapse outright.

“That went great,” I muttered weakly.

Skarviss’ features locked into a half-smirk of mostly disdain. His silence stretched long enough that my nerves began to fray, until finally, he tilted his head slightly and flicked his tongue.

“You may be the first dragon in history to insult his hoard before he even claims it,” he said.

I let my head thunk back against the stone column.

“Fantastic. A world record. Do I get a medal?” I let out a short laugh. “Or do they just send assassins straight to my bed at night?”

“You have invited scrutiny,” he said. “The wives will likely whisssper and test the edges of your power. When the other dragons hear of thisss, they will weigh your strength against your foolishness. It will not reflect well upon you.”

I groaned and dragged both hands down my face.

“Okay, but what was I supposed to do?” I pulled my hands away to glare at him. “Smile and nod like this was normal? Pretend I’m cool with keeping women locked up like… decorative hostages? Am I supposed to parade them around like trophies I won? Did the dragon even-- I mean-- was it physically possible for a giant dragon to mate-- never mind, don’t answer that, I don’t want to know.”

Skarviss’ slitted eyes narrowed faintly, but he didn’t interrupt. Instead, he watched as I paced a few steps around the very large chamber.

“I’m not a dragon, alright?” I sighed when I stopped. “I’m not one of you. I can’t just walk into a village, kill half the men, and demand the prettiest woman get delivered to my front door, or whatever the hell that dragon used to do. That’s not who I am, and that’s not how I want to live, either.”

“That is how it has always been,” Skarviss hissed. “A dragon does not ask for his hoard, he takes. A dragon does not wonder if a wife is willing. He claims her, and she becomes part of his power. This is tradition. What you propose, doing something… else, is unheard of.”

“Yeah, well, welcome to unheard of,” I shot back and surprised even myself with the force of my words. “Because I’m not going to do it. I’m not going to be that guy, not when I’ve spent my whole life dealing with people who only showed up because they had to, not because they wanted to. I know what it looks like when someone’s just waiting for orders and hating every second of it, and I can’t be surrounded by people who only stay because they’re chained to me.”

My throat felt tight, and I realized my fists were clenched at my sides. I forced them open, one finger at a time and returned Skarviss’ unblinking stare with one of my own.

“This is not how we do things…” he said slowly. “But after what you managed to do with the goblins, I am giving you grace. I trust that you have enough strength to stand behind your decisions.”

I finally let out a sigh of relief I’d been holding in. My legs still felt shaky, so I leaned against the stone again while I stared at the floor. I didn’t know if I’d just set myself free or hung a noose around my neck, but at the very least, Skarviss seemed to believe I had the brains to handle it.

The lizard-man said I’d invited scrutiny, but the looks on those women’s faces told me I’d invited something a lot more personal. Contempt, rage, and maybe insult. Especially from the orc woman. If she disliked me before, she absolutely hated me now.

I scrubbed my face with both hands again, and for a moment, I wished I could wipe the birthmark off my chest while I was at it. That damn mark still pulsed faintly, like it had been feeding on the confrontation. Maybe the wives saw the mark, the ritual, and whatever else as proof I couldn’t just cut ties no matter what I said, and I hated how powerless that made me feel.

“I just told a bunch of unpleasant monster wives they were free, and somehow managed to make them more pissed at me…” I sighed. “I don’t even know how. Ten out of ten execution.”

Skarviss didn’t reply right away, but the slow flick of his tongue suggested he was watching me stew, testing whether I would crack under my own words. Finally, he shifted just enough that his feet scratched against stone.

“You have chosen a path,” he said. “Whether it isss the right one, only time will tell. But dragons who choose different paths must be ready for the cost. And the world isss full of those eager to make you pay for it.”

His tail lashed once more, but softer this time, which seemed to mark the end of his lecture. I nodded numbly, though the truth was I had no idea if I was ready. I only knew I couldn’t stomach the alternative. Despite the fear after the encounter with the wives, though, I found myself excited for what would come next.

Before I could gather my thoughts, though, the sound of frantic footsteps echoed down the hall toward us.

A small, panting figure stumbled into the chamber and nearly tripped over his own boots in his hurry.

“My Dragon!” he shouted in a panicky voice. “It’s the dwarves! They’re brawling!”
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Chapter 5

The dwarf’s shout still rang in my ears when Skarviss turned so sharply, his tail lashed against the stone with a loud crack again.

“Come,” he hissed as he strode out of the chamber. “Quick.”

I pushed myself off the column and stumbled after him. My legs were still shaky from the wives’ little meet-and-greet disaster, but maybe this would be something I could relate to. My heart hammered, not because I cared that much about dwarven fistfights, but because I was wondering how I’d managed to screw this up.

The dwarf messenger scampered beside us, and he wheezed with every step as his stubby legs worked double time to keep up. He was breathing so hard that I didn’t think he could speak, but I needed a better idea of what we’d find when we arrived, so I asked a question anyway.

“What kind of fight are we talking about here?” I pressed. “Is it just a shoving match, or did they break out the weapons already?”

“Both… by the sound… of it!” he panted. “Started with… words, then fists… then someone… swung a pickaxe!”

“Of course they did,” I muttered. “Why can’t anything here just stay at awkward-silence levels of bad? Why does it always have to escalate straight to hitting people?”

We were heading deeper into the mountain, and the air shifted from the faint warmth of the upper chambers to a cooler, heavier thickness that carried the metallic tang of iron and sweat. I could hear the fight before I saw it as shouts echoed against the stone. There were guttural roars and the ugly ring of metal slamming into metal.

Skarviss led the way without hesitation, his reptilian stride long and efficient. I had to jog to keep up, and the dwarf messenger who had come to warn us was practically gasping as he ran, and his cheeks flushed red under his scurfy beard. When we rounded the final corner, the mine opened up into a wide, jagged cavern that was absolutely chaotic.

Dozens of dwarves were crammed into the central stretch of the cavern, where some grappled with each other in headlocks, while others swung heavy tools at each other. Lantern light glinted off bloodied pickaxes and sweat-slicked foreheads. I saw one dwarf headbutt another so hard the crack of their helmets rang across the cavern. Others stood on the sidelines, where they jeered and shouted at the fighters, and sometimes threw the occasional kick when one of the combatants staggered too close.

“Oh, for the love of--” My voice caught in my throat.

Skarviss didn’t even flinch as he strode directly into the mess, and his tail lashed against the ground with a thunderous crack that echoed like a gunshot. The sound silenced half the cavern instantly, but the other half were either too drunk or too furious to care.

I hesitated for a moment and then ran in after him. I tried not to trip over loose stones or discarded beer mugs scattered across the ground.

“Hey!” I yelled and waved my arms like I was trying to flag down traffic. “Break it up! Knock it off before you guys actually start killing each other!”

No one listened. Two burly dwarves rolled past me in a tangle of fists and beards, and I barely managed to hop out of the way before they slammed into the wall. Another dwarf threw a beer mug at someone’s head, and both of them yelled in anger when they realized the mug still contained liquid, all of which ended up on the face of a dwarf lying on the ground and absently staring up at the ceiling. Then, a dwarf swung a shovel at someone’s head, and when the blow missed, it clanged against a support beam so hard it rattled the entire cavern.

“Oh, yeah, that seems safe.” I winced. “Perfect idea. Let’s cave in the entire mine while we’re at it.”

Skarviss slammed his feet into the ground and dug deep furrows into the stone as his voice slithered out.

“Stop!” he yelled.

This time, the sound carried far enough that the fighting slowed and stuttered, until the cavern was filled with nothing but heavy breathing and the shuffle of boots. A few stubborn fists still twitched in anger, but even those dropped when Skarviss’ golden eyes swept across the crowd.

I swallowed hard and stepped forward as I did my best to look like someone with authority instead of someone who was afraid a pickaxe was going to be thrown at his head at any second.

“Alright,” I shouted. “Who wants to explain why we just sprinted down here to find a battle royale going on in the basement?”

A ripple of uneasy grumbles spread through the crowd. A few of the dwarves shifted on their feet and glanced at one another like schoolkids caught brawling in the hallway, but nobody spoke up.

“Oh, now you suddenly can’t speak?” I grumbled.

“What in the hells do ye think yer all doin’, ye sorry sacks of beard hair?” a new voice barked. It was gravelly and booming enough to make even Skarviss tilt his head in faint approval.

A squat, broad figure stomped into view from one of the tunnels, and her boots hit the stone like hammers. She was about four and a half feet tall, but she carried herself like an army general. Her thick brown hair was braided back with small metal clasps that caught the light as she stepped into the lamplight, and though her clothes were caked in dirt, her presence cut sharper than any blade could.

The dwarves went completely still. Every single one of them.

Her sharp, gray eyes swept over the battered crowd with a mix of fury and disappointment. When she planted her fists on her hips, her gloves squeaked faintly as she tightened them.

“I leave ye alone for one goddamned hour, and ye turn the mines into a feckin’ tavern brawl?” she yelled.

The silence that followed was thicker than smoke in a dive bar. A few dwarves shuffled awkwardly as blood dripped down their noses or tangled into their beards, but not a soul dared to answer.

I blinked at her. This, I thought, was someone who had spent her life probably wrangling dwarves with nothing but her voice and a glare. Forget Skarviss’ tail crack, she had stopped them dead with sheer indignation.

“Pathetic,” she spat. “Ye call yerselves miners? Warriors? Dwarves? I’ve seen sporefolk with more spines than the lot o’ ye!”

A ripple of shame passed through the crowd as heads ducked, and a few dwarves muttered apologies in low, sheepish voices. I exhaled as the tension eased. Finally, someone who could actually get through to these guys.

But then her eyes locked on me.

Her glare was like being pinned to a wall. I’d just watched her verbally disarm an entire mine full of brawling dwarves, and now she had all that fury focused squarely on me. My mouth went dry, and I suddenly wished I had something impressive or commanding to say, maybe to convince her I wasn’t an idiot.

“Uh…” I blinked. “Hi?”

Her brow furrowed so hard it looked like the wrinkles might fold in on themselves.

“Hi?” She spat the word back at me like a curse. “Aye, that’s just what we need, a soft-tongued, mopheaded little boy standin’ in the middle o’ my mine, sayin’ hi like he’s walkin’ into a bloody tavern.”

“I--” I started, but she cut me off with a sharp wave of her hand.

“Quiet, lad,” she growled. “Don’t flap yer gob unless ye’ve got somethin’ worth sayin.”

Her boots thudded against the stone as she marched closer. She squared her shoulders, and I noticed her back was slightly hunched in a way that only years of mining could carve into a person.

The crowd of dwarves parted to let her through, and the way they watched her told me all I needed to know. This was their leader, their voice of reason, the one who could stop them from ripping each other apart. And she did not look the slightest bit happy to see me standing there.

Skarviss shifted at my side, but made no move to intervene. Great. Guess this was another let’s-see-if-the-human-can-swim moment.

She stopped just a few feet away from me and jabbed a callused finger at my chest, right where the mark still burned faintly under my shirt.

“Ye,” she said. “Ye’re supposed to be the one replacin’ that great scaly bastard, aye? Our new master, they tell me?”

“That’s…” I swallowed. “The gist of it.”

“Hmph.” Her eyes narrowed even further, if that was even possible. “Looks more like the gist of a mistake to me.”

The dwarves chuckled nervously at that, and I felt my face burn. Still, she didn’t linger on the insult, and instead turned on her heel and swept her arm out toward the cavern, the gesture so sharp it made half the crowd flinch.

“Ye want to know why these idiots are beatin’ each other bloody instead o’ swingin’ picks like they oughtta?” she spat. “It ain’t cause they’re violent brutes, no matter how it looks.”

“I dunno,” I muttered. “The pickaxe duel kinda says otherwise.”

Her head snapped back toward me, and her eyes blazed so hot, I instantly regretted opening my mouth.

“Don’t get clever with me, lad,” she said. “I’ll box yer ear same as theirs.”

“Right.” I raised my hands defensively. “Not clever. Duly noted.”

She gave me one last look, snorted, and turned back to the dwarves.

“The truth is, we dwarves work best on a belly full o’ food and a skin full o’ beer,” she explained. “Always have, always will. But lately, we’ve had neither.”

The crowd grumbled at that, in a low rumble of agreement. A few dwarves patted their stomachs or lifted empty mugs, and their expressions quickly soured. The earlier scene with the spilled beer now made a lot more sense.

“They’ve been keepin’ us down here swingin’ at the mines for weeks now, with barely a hot meal to eat or a pint to wet our throats,” she went on. “So o’ course tempers boil over. Ye starve a dwarf, ye don’t get a miner, ye get madmen!”

“So basically,” I frowned, “they’re… hangry?”

“What in the nine pits is hangry?” she scowled.

“Hangry,” I replied. “You know. Hungry plus angry. It’s, like, when you get mean because you skipped lunch.”

For the first time, her expression cracked, though not into anything resembling amusement. Instead, she stared at me like I’d just invented some horrible new curse.

“What sort o’ daft tongue mixes words together like porridge?” she said incredulously. “Gods help us.”

The dwarves chuckled more openly this time, and some elbowed each other while muttering ‘hangry’ under their breaths to test the word out. I rubbed the back of my neck, suddenly self-conscious in a way I hadn’t been since I’d arrived.

“Well, call it what you want,” I replied. “The point is, it makes sense. Starving people snap, and starving dwarves snap with pickaxes.”

As if to prove the point, two dwarves near the edge of the crowd suddenly squared off again, and their shoulders bunched as their fists rose. I saw it coming just a second before it happened.

“Wait, no!” I shouted.

Too late. One swarf swung, the other ducked, and in seconds, half a dozen of them were surging toward each other again.

The woman sighed as she stomped forward and swung her thick, callused hand. Her knuckles cracked against the first dwarf’s helmeted head with a loud thunk, like she was ringing a church bell.

He staggered sideways as his eyes rolled. Then, she turned and bonked the other dwarf square on the skull with a hollow metallic clang that echoed loudly through the cavern.

“Ye want to keep fightin’?” she roared. “I’ll save ye all the trouble and knock the lot of ye flat myself!”

The dwarves all froze again and rubbed their heads. A moment later, they muttered their apologies.

“You just…” My mouth gaped open. “Knocked them both out.”

“Aye.” She gave me a look that said she was unimpressed. “Ye say that like it’s difficult.”

“Er…” was all I managed.

“Point is, lad,” she sighed, “if ye want this mine runnin’ smooth, ye’d best see to the sporefolk. They’re the ones brewin’ our beer and feedin’ our bellies, and if they’ve gone quiet or stingy, it means trouble. And that trouble only spills down.”

“Sporefolk?” I asked as I tried to remember if I’d seen any fungus-people lurking around the mountain during my quick tours.

“Mushroom folk,” she raised an eyebrow. “Growers, brewers, keepers o’ all the food. Without ‘em, we’re as good as dead.”

“Right,” I said and nodded slowly. “So you’re saying if we don’t figure out what’s going on with them--”

“Yep,” she cut me off with a grunt. “Then ye’d best get used to breakin’ up brawls every godsdamned day, lad. And I won’t always be there to do the bonkin’ for ye.”

I winced. That was a terrifying thought.

“So, ye still keen on callin’ yerself dragon, or will ye leave the real work to folks who know how to keep order?” she asked as she glared at me.

“He is the dragon,” Skarviss hissed.

The woman tsked, but she didn’t argue with the lizard-man.

“I’ll check on the sporefolk,” I declared. “I’ll find out why you haven’t gotten food or beer.”

“Good,” her lips twitched with the shadow of approval. “Least ye’re not completely witless.”

The crowd of dwarves shifted, and though a few nodded, most still glared at me with open annoyance. Skarviss said nothing, but I caught the faint flick of his tongue as he watched me commit to yet another insane responsibility.

“Back to work, ye stone-bellied fools!” the dwarf woman yelled as she turned to glare at the crowd again. “And no more scrapin’ each other’s hides, or I’ll be swingin’ the pick myself, and believe me, none of ye want that!”

The dwarves groaned and dispersed, though there was some grumbling as they picked up tools or dragged injured comrades to the sides. The cavern slowly settled again, even though the tension lingered in the air. The woman turned back to me once it was settled, and her braids clinked faintly while she adjusted her gloves.

“The sporefolk’ll be deep down in their caverns,” she said. “If they give ya trouble, tell ‘em Hilde sent ya.”

“Hilde,” I repeated. “That’s your name?”

She gave a short grunt that could’ve meant yes, or stop asking stupid questions, or possibly a mix of both.

“Aye,” she responded, “and ye’d best not forget it, lad. If they give you any lip after that, tell ‘em I’ll be down with my shovel next.”

With that, she turned back toward the crowd and began to bark orders again. Her voice echoed loudly through the mines as dwarves scrambled to obey, and as I watched, Skarviss leaned toward me as his scales caught the torchlight.

“Make sure you stay on her good side, human,” he murmured.

“That’s the plan,” I muttered back.

The way to the Sporefolk caverns was not what I’d call welcoming. The dwarves’ tunnels were rough and utilitarian, straight lines cut by pick and sweat, all noise and echo and heat. But as I descended lower, those clean stone walls gave way to something much softer. The air shifted and grew damp and earthy, and torchlight glimmered off slick growths that clung to the walls. Pale white roots that pulsed faintly, and it felt like a thousand eyes were watching us, even though there was no sound in these lower tunnels.

Skarviss stopped at the entrance to a wide, spore-lit cavern and turned back to me.

“I will not go further,” he said as his slitted eyes narrowed. “Their air does not suit my kind.”

“Right,” I said and glanced at the faint mist curling out from below. “Fungus air is bad for scales. Got it.”

“Yes,” he flicked his tongue. “Try not to breathe too deeply.”

“Comforting,” I muttered, but before I could ask if I was about to inhale something toxic to humans as well, Skarviss had already turned away and vanished back into the upper shadows. I took a breath that immediately tasted like old rain and moss, and stepped forward.

The first thing that hit me, beside the smell of wet soil, was the color. The cavern opened up into a sprawling hollow, whose ceilings were draped with glowing fungi of every hue. Blue mushrooms the size of umbrellas hung upside down like chandeliers, while clusters of orange caps clung to the walls in spiraling patterns that looked deliberate. The ground was carpeted in mats of spongy moss that squished under my boots, and rivers of faint green bioluminescence trickled through shallow grooves in the rocks like veins of light.

It was all amazing, but I quickly forgot about it when the Sporefolk appeared.

They emerged from behind stalks and from low alcoves carved into the cavern walls. There were dozens of them, in all shapes and shades.

One had a wide, red-capped head with a speckled pattern that looked like a toadstool. Another was tall and thin, with a cap smooth and pale as porcelain. Their eyes glowed faintly in the gloom, in colors that ranged from green to amber, and skin that was a variety of browns from ivory to dusky brown to hues so faintly tinted with purple or green that they looked like reflections in the water.

“Visitors!” a high, airy voice trilled.

A small Sporefolk with a cap shaped like a curled oyster mushroom scurried up to me. Its hands were soft and covered in a faint fuzz, and it clasped my hand before I could even react.

“And not the burning one!” it cried. “Oh, bless all, finally!”

“Uh,” I blinked. “The burning one?”

Another Sporefolk, this one with a wide, flat cap that almost resembled the kind of mushrooms that grew off logs in thick shelves, waddled closer.

“The dragon,” the larger Sporefold said in a warm, rumbling voice. “The one who coughs smoke and flames when displeased. You are not him.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said meekly.

“Oh, it is!” the little one assured me. “Come, come! You must see what we’ve been working on! Oh, and you must tell us if the dwarves sent you to yell at us again.”

“Not yell,” I said quickly. “I’m not here for that. Hilde just told me to check on you all. She said the dwarves have been short on food and beer lately, and…”

The Sporefolk clustered closer before I could get another word in. It was like being surrounded by a very polite, bioluminescent flash mob, all soft voices and eager gestures as their eyes glowed with curiosity. I tried to keep track of who was speaking, but their excitement tangled into a single buzzing chorus that bounced off the walls.

“Come, come, come!” the oyster-capped one urged and tugged lightly at my sleeve with spongy fingers. “You’ll like this. We’ve been improving the fermentation caverns! We’ve had new growth, better yields, and fewer accidental explosions this time!’

“Explosions?” I echoed as alarm spiked through me.

“Yes! But only small ones!” the toadstool chirped proudly. “It’s perfectly safe now!”

That didn’t inspire much confidence, but their enthusiasm was infectious. I let them lead me down a sloping path that twisted through the glowing tunnels. The walls pulsed faintly with life, and the air was rich with the scent of yeast. Even though it was thick, it wasn’t necessarily unpleasant. It felt like I was walking through the lungs of the mountain itself.

The further in we went, the more I realized how alive this place was. Stone here wasn’t just stone, and instead, it had tiny filaments and roots threaded through every crack and crevice. It all glimmered faintly with green and gold lights that responded when we walked by. In fact, the Sporefolk seemed to move in rhythm with it, and their steps were soft and sure in a way I couldn’t mimic. Their voices echoed like wind through reeds as we moved, and every now and then, one would stoop to brush a patch of moss or nudge a sprouting cluster of caps with a faint murmur that was halfway between a lullaby and a conversation.

They led me into a wide chamber where huge vats and troughs had been carved directly from the stone. A faint hum vibrated through the air, though it felt more organic than mechanical, like the sound of a hive at work. Liquid bubbled and shimmered inside the vats and filled the air with a hazy warmth and scent. The smell was unmistakable.

Yeast. Alcohol. An earthy sweetness.

“Beer,” I breathed.

“Beer!” a half-dozen Sporefolk said in unison, beaming.

A tall, graceful figure with a dark, bell-shaped cap drifted closer to me and clasped his hands neatly in front of him.

“We handle all brewing and fermentation for the mountain,” he said. “As well as all the growth and harvesting. It keeps morale balanced and the systems stable.”

“Systems?” I echoed and glanced around. “You mean, like an economy?”

“All things flow toward the hoard,” the bell cap agreed and nodded. “Gold, labor, knowledge, sustenance.”

“So, you’re the food producers?” I gestured to the vats.

“Yes,” the oyster cap said and puffed out its chest proudly. “Food, drink, and growth! Without us, no bellies would be full, no goblets wet, and no gardens alive.”

“And, uh, without you, dwarves would be murdering each other?” I added.

“Precisely!” they said brightly.

They began leading me through the brewing chamber, where they pointed out massive fungal growths with the same affection a gardener might show for their prized roses. Each species seemed to have its own use. Some brewed into hearty stews, while others were fermented for ale or ground into flour-like powders that could be shaped into bread. They moved fluidly as they spoke, and I noticed how they rarely stayed still for long as if idleness made them uncomfortable. Their world seemed to consist of rhythm and routine, from the way they harvested mushrooms to how they stirred the pools of fermentation. As we walked, they took turns explaining how the entire mountain functioned as a living cycle.

“The dwarves mine the metal and precious stones,” one said. “The Wizards keep our history safe and our magic strong. The Lizardfolk scout and bring treasures or news from beyond the mountain. The goblins… erm, help.”

The last part was tacked on delicately, so I decided not to ask for more detail just yet.

“And we,” another continued, “take what comes up from the earth and make it live again. We turn waste and decay into nourishment. What the mountain eats, we grow, and what the mountain excretes, we use.”

“We can grow anything so long as we’ve got a good sampling of it first,” the oyster cap added.

It was weirdly elegant. Morbid, sure, but elegant. The way they described it made the mountain feel like an organism, where its people functioned as organs rather than individuals.

“So you’re like… the stomach?” I asked after a moment.

“The gut and the soil,” the bell cap corrected gently. “We break down, rebuild, and feed.”

“Got it,” I said and nodded because I was genuinely impressed. “So, the food supply for everyone depends on you.”

“Yes,” the toadstool-head said with a nod. “It always has.”

The crowd of Sporefolk had grown as we moved, so now there were dozens of softly glowing figures weaving around me like drifting lanterns. They talked over one another constantly, each eager to explain something about their systems, whether it was how they recycled the waste of the dwarves’ ale into nutrient slurries for farming, how they bred special molds that could mimic grains from the surface, or even how the mountain’s air was filtered through their sprawling network of mycelium. I felt dizzy just trying to take it all in.

It was a little like walking through a living factory. Efficient and beautiful, yeah, but just a bit eerie.

“So,” I finally said when they paused long enough to breathe, “if you’re the ones making all the food and beer, why are the dwarves starving and trying to murder each other over a spilled pint?”

The reaction was immediate, and the chatter cut off like a door slamming shut. The cavern went still.

A few of them exchanged looks that weren’t necessarily angry, but certainly uneasy. The glow from their capped heads dimmed ever so slightly, like the light itself had drawn back in embarrassment. The tall bell-capped Sporefolk stepped forward, and its voice was softer now.

“It is not by choice,” it said slowly. “Our stores run thin. We cannot produce to the scale of what we once could.”

“Why?” I asked and frowned. “You said you recycle everything. You can grow almost anything, right?”

The bell cap hesitated and then gestured for me to follow. We walked toward the back of the cavern, where the glow of the fungi faded into darkness. Here, the air was dead still and colder, and the earthy sweetness that had hung in the air before grew faint and sour. When the light returned, it revealed a huge, circular pit.

Dead fungi filled it, shriveled, brown, and lifeless. The walls were dry and cracked, and the once pulsing roots hung limply from the stone.

“This,” the bell cap said softly, “was one of our primary growth chambers.”

“What?” I stared down into the pit. “What happened to it?”

“The mountain stopped feeding,” came the quiet reply. “We need organic matter to grow, and the tributary farms on the surface have not been sending their offerings ever since they caught wind of Qeozat’s departure. Without them, the cycle falters.”

“So you’ve been… starving,” I murmured.

“As much as anything here can starve.” They all nodded slowly. “Our growth slows, and our fermentation weakens. As a result, the dwarves above get less food, less drink, and less patience.”

I looked around at their dim faces and watched the way some of them traced the edges of the dead pit with mournful fingers.

“And nobody knows why the tributes stopped?” I asked.

“Perhaps the humans above forgot their place,” someone suggested in a soft voice. “Perhaps something else happened entirely. But if the flow does not return…”

The bell cap’s eyes met mine, and the faint glow in them pulsed with quiet dread.

“Then the mountain will begin to starve,” they said. “All of it.”

Nobody spoke for several minutes. I could hear the faint drip of condensation and the low hum of some far-off growth chamber still working. The Sporefolk stood around me, heads bowed, as if the thought of hunger wasn’t just physical, but spiritual. For them, it was the silence of the earth itself going still.

“Then I guess,” I said slowly, “we need to find out what’s happening with the farms.”
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Chapter 6

The silence afterward hung in the air as the Sporefolk stared at me, while their glowing eyes shifted faintly in the gloom. I could feel their uncertainty in the way the air itself seemed to pulse as faint ripples of bioluminescence flickered across the mossy walls. It wasn’t open hostility, like I’d received from the dwarves, but it wasn’t comfort, either.

“The tributes come from above,” the bell-capped Sporefolk said at last, their voice low and even, but with a note of ire. “From the valleys that surround the mountain. There are twelve in all, each one carved by wind and river and time, and each one bound to the dragon’s will.”

“Twelve?” I blinked. “That many? And they all owe the mountain tribute?”

“Twelve great valleys, all with their own climates and cultures,” they continued, “though not all are connected to the mountain in the same way. Twelve veins feed into the heart of the mountain, from the humans who reside in those valleys. The largest kingdom is in the southernmost valley, that which they call Veyra’s Hollow. It is from there that the farm tributes flow. Or should.”

I tried to imagine the twelve valleys that radiated outward from this single peak, like spokes of a wheel all tied to one massive center. Even the most impressive geological fixtures in my world didn’t come close to that.

“And these tributes,” I asked, “how often are they supposed to come?”

“Once for every full moon,” said the oyster-capped one, and its voice was softer now. “Grain, fruit, and some livestock. Barrels of meat. Everything that the surface yields is offered to the mountain’s hoard. The other valleys send what is theirs, be that precious treasures, silk, or blood. Each has a role to play.”

“Blood?” I repeated with a small grimace.

“Yes, well,” the bell cap gave a slow, almost apologetic tilt of the head. “Not all tributes are so palatable as food. But I did not mean to make it sound so vile. Some valleys simply choose to send workers, aides, or women to join the dragon’s wives.”

Right. This was a dragon’s economy, so it was the kind of system that demanded that the subservient groups provide whatever they could. I rubbed the back of my neck as I stared into the dead pit where their crops had once thrived.

“So, the human kingdoms just…” I frowned. “Stopped sending anything?”

“Yes,” a tall Sporefolk said. “No offerings, and no word, either.”

The air seemed heavier the more they explained. I could feel the dampness press into my skin and smell the decay in the soil. The thought of a supply chain, if I could even call it that, going silent for no apparent reason made a cold pit settle in my stomach. The issue of food was obviously pressing now, but it seemed that no one had considered the wider issue.

If one valley stopped giving, the others might follow. And without a steady flow of necessities for the mountain, the entire economy that the dragon had built would collapse.

“Has anyone tried to find out why?” I asked. “Is there someone we can talk to?”

“We do not leave the mountain for reasons such as this,” the oyster cap said with a note of disappointment. “The dragon is the one that handles this. He flies out, demands answers and tributes, and then returns with a great bounty. We have never gone… Well, we have never needed to go anywhere.”

“Right.” I sighed and rubbed my face. “That sounds about right. A fireball will usually put people in a more collaborative mood.”

“That is the reason to stay with a dragon,” oyster cap agreed.

“So, nobody has gone to check on this human kingdom since the dragon left?” I pressed. “How long ago was that, exactly? I don’t think anyone’s told me yet.”

“About one moon cycle,” a Sporefolk noted.

“A month?” I responded, incredulous. “Then I guess it’s about time for someone to go down there and find out what happened.”

All the glowing eyes turned toward me at once, and I felt my stomach drop.

“Not it,” I said quickly.

“You are the only one who can,” the bell cap replied gently. “The mountain will not send one of its own. Not now, without command. The dwarves will not leave their mine, and the lizardfolk roam only where they are instructed. And the goblins… they would likely eat the tribute before it ever left the valley.”

“Right,” I muttered. “Figures.”

I glanced around the cavern as I secretly hoped someone would volunteer. No one did, though. The Sporefolk waited patiently while they blinked at me, and their light washed over me in patient expectation. I doubted I could get out of this now.

But I figured that dealing with other humans would be easier than dealing with goblins and dwarves. At least I understood what I’d be up against.

“Well, I’d like to at least take one of you with me,” I said finally.

For a long moment, no one spoke. The Sporefolk looked at one another as their heads tilted ever so slightly. Faint spores drifted lazily through the damp air as they pondered my request. It felt like standing in the middle of a hive where every creature shared the same thought. It was silent, heavy, and collective. I expected the oyster cap mushroom to step up, or maybe one of the mushrooms who had been more eager to show me around earlier.

Instead, a smaller one stepped forward from the group. The mushroom cap was a soft amber color and rimmed with tiny white specks that glowed like stars.

“I will go,” the creature said in a voice that made me think this one had to be young. “I will walk beside you.”

The others turned toward the volunteer as though surprised. A faint ripple of bioluminescence pulsed outward from the crowd, like the fungal version of a gasp. The bell-capped Sporefolk’s glow flickered gently as they regarded the volunteer.

“You are certain, Caspian?” they asked.

“Yes,”Caspian replied. “The mountain cannot breathe and live if we do not help it. And I am small. Small things pass unnoticed, and unnoticed things can see much.”

“That’s…” I blinked. “A good point.”

Caspian’s cap tilted slightly toward me, in what I was learning was probably a smile.

“Then you accept my aid?” Caspian looked over at me expectantly.

“I mean, yeah,” I said. “I could use someone who isn’t actively trying to punch or eat me, so you’re already an upgrade.”

That earned a faint ripple of amusement from the surrounding Sporefolk in the form of a few soft, echoing hums that reverberated through the damp air. The bell cap gave a slow nod, and the edges of its cap brushed faintly against moss as it bent forward.

“Then it is decided,” the young mushroom said. “Caspian will travel with the new keeper of the mountain.”

“Keeper?” I asked and frowned. “Everyone’s just been calling me the dragon.”

“A dragon is a dragon,” Caspian replied. “You are not a dragon, but you are a keeper. You will watch over the mountain. Repair it.”

That sounded a lot more dignified than a temporary replacement dragon, so I wasn’t about to argue. The only issue was that I now felt a lot worse about my lack of concrete plans.

“Keeper works,” I said as I tried to sound like I hadn’t been flying blind this whole time.

The Sporefolk gathered around us in a slow circle, and the walls of the cavern glowed brighter as if in farewell. The air itself seemed to hum as the scent of earth and moss grew richer. A few reached out to touch Caspian’s shoulder in passing, and the small, tender gestures left faint trails of glowing spores drifting between them.

“Bring news,” whispered the oyster cap. “And food, if you can.”

“I will,” Caspian promised softly.

“And you, keeper,” the bell cap turned its gaze back to me. “Be cautious. The valleys beyond the mountain will not see you as we do. They will see your weakness first.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” I said dryly. “Everyone I’ve met so far has either insulted me or tried to test me. Don’t worry, I’m getting used to it.”

That earned me another pulse of dim laughter, though it was faint and echoing. Then, as quickly as it had come, the moment passed. Caspian adjusted a small satchel across its shoulder, though I hadn’t even noticed where it had come from, and gestured toward the tunnel that led upward.

“We should go meet up with Skarviss first,” I said. “I need to tell him what’s going on before he assumes I’ve been absorbed into the hivemind.”

We made our way out of the fungal caverns and climbed through damp stone and twisting roots. The glow faded behind us and was replaced by the dull red flicker of torchlight. Caspian walked with quiet, careful steps that looked more like he was gliding. The small mushroom didn’t make much noise either, and I felt like a clumsy giant next to the small creature.

“You’ve never been this far up, have you?” I asked.

“No,” Caspian admitted. “We prefer the deep caverns. It is thick with growth. Up here, the stone is too dry, and so is the air.”

By the time we reached the upper caverns, I was sweating from the uphill climb and covered in enough dirt to qualify as part of the ecosystem. The sound of distant voices told me we were nearing civilization again, though part of me wasn’t sure that was good.

Skarviss was waiting near one of the carved stone bridges that spanned a narrow chasm, with his arms crossed over his chest. The moment he saw me, his tail flicked once.

“You return,” he said, before his eyes flicked to Caspian and narrowed slightly. “And you bring a… fungus.”

“Companion,” I corrected. “This is Caspian. I asked for a volunteer to come with me to the surface.”

“Hmm,” Skarviss’ eyes slitted further. “To the sssurface? The human valley?”

“That’s the plan,” I said. “Turns out the humans stopped sending tributes when the dragon disappeared, which is why everyone down here’s getting grumpy and hungry. Someone has to figure out why.”

“I ssssee,” Skarviss’ tongue flicked out. “And your plan of attack?”

“My what now?” I asked.

“Your battle strategy,” he said and tilted his head slightly. “The humans have defied the mountain’s will, and ssssuch defiance must be met with punishment, no? Force or fire. Though I assume you do not have much fire.”

“Wait, hold on,” I said and waved my hands. “Why would we attack them? They probably didn’t just decide to stop sending food out of spite. Maybe something happened. A drought, a rebellion, a bad harvest. I don’t know, and neither does anyone else. And if they did stop sending food out of spite, would we really want to make it worse by attacking them?”

Skarviss regarded me for a long, silent moment.

“In this mountain,” he said slowly, “punishment is how order is restored. The dragon taught as much.”

“Yeah, well,” I began, “that dragon’s gone. And if his way of restoring order involved torching people who already hated him, maybe that’s why the system’s breaking down.”

“I understand your need to depart from tradition.” His pupils narrowed to thin slits. “But you dare mock what has kept us safe?”

Caspian made a small, uncertain sound beside me, something between a giggle and a nervous hum.

“Perhaps there is wisdom in both ways,” the mushroom offered gently. “A fungus does not burn its rot. It consumes it and grows something new. Maybe it is necessary to understand and use both paths.”

“You compare us to rot?” Skarviss turned to look at Caspian with an unreadable expression.

“Everything rots eventually,” Caspian replied. “It is how the world remembers what came before.”

“Look,” I said and stepped between them before Skarviss started hissing. “I’m not going to plan an invasion. I’m just going to go out there, see what’s going on, and hopefully convince them to start sending their farm tributes again. No fire or punishment or whatever that thing is you do with your tongue when you’re mad.”

Skarviss frowned and then flicked his tongue again just to make a point.

“Yeah, that thing,” I said. “Let’s just… not.”

Skarviss’ tail flicked again, and the tip made a sharp tap against the stone. His pupils were as thin as threads.

“Then what is your plan?” he asked finally. “If not to burn, then to what? Talk them into obedience?”

The silence that followed was almost comical. Caspian tilted its head curiously, and the lights flickered in quiet amusement. Skarviss, on the other hand, stared at me as though I’d announced I was planning to tame the sun by politely asking it to cool down.

“Talk,” he repeated slowly as if testing the sound of the word for the first time.

“Yeah. You know, conversations? Diplomacy?” I prompted. “Asking questions, sharing answers, finding out why people are acting the way they are before jumping straight to violent punishment?”

“I am familiar with the word, human.” Skarviss’ brow ridges furrowed. “But I question its use in practice.”

“Of course you do,” I muttered.

The Lizardfolk hissed quietly, though whether it was in irritation or amusement, I couldn’t tell. Caspian emitted a faint puff of glowing spores that swirled lazily in the air like dust motes and watched us both with an expression that could only be described as gently entertained.

“The way I see it, we’ve got twelve valleys, right?” I explained. “The mountain depends on them to stay functional. The dragon’s gone, the system’s cracking, and if we start throwing fire around to remind everyone who’s boss, we’re just going to accelerate the collapse. So instead of punishing people for not obeying, we go ask what’s wrong.”

“Goblinsss may answer to words, weak as they are.” Skarviss frowned. “But do you think the humans will answer you? Without the dragon’s fire to make them kneel?”

“I think that people usually open up more when you’re not threatening to cook them alive,” I replied.

That earned a dry laugh from Skarviss. “You have a strange faith, human,” he said.

“Call it optimism,” I said. “Or maybe just desperate improvisation.”

Skarviss regarded me in silence for a while, although the slow flicker of his eyes betrayed a conflict I couldn’t quite read. His loyalty to the dragon’s way was clear, but so was his understanding that the world was shifting, maybe in a way that it needed to. Eventually, he let out a slow breath, and his scales rasped softly as he straightened.

“Very well,” he said finally. “If you intend to speak, then you should not go alone. A single voice is weak. A chorus commands respect.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I said as I perked up. “I was actually thinking the same thing. A small group, with representatives from different parts of the mountain. It would be a good show of unity.”

“The roots working together to keep the stone alive,” Caspian made a pleased hum and then glowed brighter for a moment in approval.

“Exactly,” I said and gestured at the Sporefolk. “See? They get it… He… She? Actually, what exactly are you, Caspian?”

“A mushroom,” Caspian responded promptly.

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “Makes sense.”

“And who else do you intend to bring on this… show?” Skarviss asked.

“Well,” I said as I rubbed my chin. “You, obviously. You look impressive and sound authoritative, and you’ve actually got a decent grasp of strategy, when it’s not about burning things.”

“Flattery does not excuse mockery.” Skarviss’ eyes narrowed slightly.

“Noted,” I said. “You’re still coming.”

He flicked his tail, but he didn’t argue, so that was progress.

“We’ll also need one of the dwarves,” I continued. “Someone sturdy and practical, who can talk to the humans as an equal.”

“That narrows your options,” Skarviss said dryly.

“Yeah,” I agreed, “but I was thinking of Hilde. She’s gruff, but she’s smart, and she sees things for what they are.”

“You wish to bring the forge matron on a diplomatic mission?” Skarviss tilted his head to the side.

“Yes, I do,” I insisted. “I need someone who’s direct, not afraid to speak her mind, and cares more about keeping her people alive instead of flexing her pride. Now, let’s go find Hilde before she gives all the dwarves concussions.”

The path to the dwarves wound a little further downward. It was quieter now, though, with everyone focused on their work again. The rhythmic beat of hammering and pickaxes striking stone filled the caverns, and a dwarf pointed us down a corridor toward the forge when the lizard-man asked for Hilde’s location.

We found Hilde in the middle of the cavern, half-shadowed by orange light, and her face slick with sweat and streaked with soot. Sparks leaped up around her like a crown of fire as she brought her hammer down on a red-hot ingot, and the clang of metal against metal rang through the cavern as she worked. I waited for her to say something, but she kept hammering, and her muscles moved with the kind of patience only a lifetime of stubbornness could forge. When she finally stopped, she plunged the metal into a trough of water with a hiss loud enough to make Caspian flinch.

We explained the issue with the farm tributes, all of which she listened to in silence, and then our plan to speak to the humans in the valley. She looked at me then, and I suddenly felt like a child standing in front of a parent about to deliver bad news.

“Yer serious, then,” she said in a voice as rough as gravel. “Ya plan to walk into the valleys, wave yer hands, and fix this problem with niceties.”

“I mean, when you say it like that…” I muttered.

“I say it like it is,” she cut me off and grabbed her hammer again. “The humans haven’t missed a tribute in centuries, lad. Not once. If they’ve stopped now, it’s not a matter o’ miscommunication. It’s rebellion, or worse. And you think a few kind words and a smile’ll make ‘em fall back in line?”

I hesitated as I searched for something clever or at least hopeful to say. Nothing came.

“I think that someone should at least ask what’s going on before deciding it’s time to burn their fields,” I replied.

“Ask!” she gave a sharp bark of laughter. “Gods above, ye sound like a damn priest.”

“Better than lighting everything on fire without being sure we have a good reason,” I said and crossed my arms across my chest. “Look, I’m not asking you to agree with me on everything. I’m just asking you to come with me to represent the dwarves, and maybe we can fix this mountain quickly.”

Her hammer hovered in the air, and she gave me a look that was as stony as the walls around her.

“And why in god’s name would I go traipsin’ off to the surface with ye?” she asked. “The mine’s half-starved, my forges are dyin’, and I’ve got brawlin’ idiots to keep in line. Ye think I’ve the time to go play diplomat for you?”

“You said it yourself,” I said. “The mine’s starving, and that’s because the tributes stopped. If we don’t fix that, it’s not just the mine that’ll die, it’s the whole mountain. If we don’t fix it now, it will only get exponentially worse in the upcoming days.”

She stared at me for a long, uncomfortable moment, though I saw her jaw flex as if she were chewing on the thought. The forge crackled between us, and the heat wrapped around my skin until sweat trickled down my neck. Then, she slammed her hammer down again, and another shower of sparks went flying over us.

“You’ve got a dangerous way with words, lad,” she said gruffly. “But words can’t fix everything. Sometimes, things need a strong hand.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But one thing that definitely won’t help is just staying here and waiting for things to fix themselves.”

That got her thinking again. She turned back to her forge and hammered away in silence, and the sound echoed sharp and steady. When she finally spoke again, her voice was lower.

“And what do ye expect me to do, eh?” she asked. “Show up all smiles and curtseys, telling humans they’re behind on their debts? Ye think they’ll listen to a dwarf any more than they’ll listen to a human boy playin’ at dragon?”

“I think they’ll listen if the people of the mountain show up together,” I replied. “A dwarf, a lizardfolk, a sporefolk, and… me. The mountain itself isn’t a beast, it’s a civilization. If we show them that, maybe they’ll realize it’s worth talking to.”

Hilde looked down at her hammer, then at Caspian, who stood quietly by the door, where he glowed faintly like a lantern left on too long. She glanced over at Skarviss after that and scowled.

“And what makes ye think the lizard’ll even follow your lead?” she asked as she gestured over at Skarviss. “Last I checked, they’d sooner eat a man than take orders from him. They’re barely above goblins in that way.”

“Skarviss already agreed,” I said. “He’s skeptical, but he’s coming.”

“Wow.” Hilde snorted again. “Then hell’s frozen over, and I missed all the damn doomsday signs.”

“Is that a yes?” I asked hopefully.

She squinted at me, as if deciding whether I was brave or stupid, or both. Then, she sighed, long and hard, and wiped her brow with the back of her arm.

“Aye,” she said finally. “Fine, I’ll come. But if this goes sideways, and I die listenin’ to you prattle at some human lord, I’ll make sure ye get a damn good beatin’ in hell, lad. Don’t doubt it.”

“I will take that as a semi-enthusiastic yes,” I said quickly.

“Take it as a curse,” she said as she grabbed her hammer and pointed it in my direction. “Now, git before I change my mind.”

Preparations afterward took longer than I expected. As it turned out, dwarves didn’t move very quickly, but when they did, they did so with purpose. Hilde barked orders that bounced off every wall in the mine as she summoned her apprentices and runners to gather gear. A few bags were filled with bread, smoked meat, and flasks of ale. A few dwarves even brought me some spare armor plates, though when I tried one on, Hilde only took one look at me before she burst out laughing.

“You’d sink faster than a hammer in a well,” she said and tossed it aside.

Skarviss vanished into the tunnels, while he muttered something about old paths and surface routes. He returned later with a rolled-up map made of lizard hide and marked with faint scratches and ink that shimmered under the flickering lights.

“These are the trails we once used to scout this valley,” the lizard explained. “Most have been forgotten, though some may still be watched.”

Caspian had sat down on the floor of the cavern while the others prepared, and he’d slowly grown a small garden’s worth of glowing mushrooms, which he then plucked and shoved into his pack.

“What are those for?” I asked.

“Medicine,” the mushroom replied. “Or food. Sometimes both.”

Hilde, meanwhile, continued to prepare as though we were marching off to war. Her voice echoed through the tunnels as she shouted last-minute instructions to the other dwarves.

“Keep the mines and forges runnin’ as best as ye can,” she told them. “And if any o’ ye start fightin’ again while I’m gone, I’ll bury ye myself.”

By the time night fell, or whatever passed for night in this mountain, I was exhausted just from watching everyone else work. I was also afraid, to some extent, of what my first night in this mountain would encompass. I wasn’t expecting anything cushy, but I just hoped I wouldn’t have to sleep on a pile of gold coins or something.

Thankfully, someone had put together a pile of moss and leaves in the general shape of a bed, and I collapsed onto the makeshift bed with a sigh. The moss squished oddly beneath me, and though it wasn’t plush by any standards, it smelled faintly of earth and something cleaner and almost herbal. I closed my eyes and reminded myself that it wasn’t anywhere near the worst thing I’d ever slept on. At the very least, I wasn’t being charged a thousand dollars a month to sleep on bedbugs.

Despite my active refusal of company, Caspian crouched nearby, and carefully arranged glowing mushrooms in a small, neat row. Their faint luminescence cast the cavern in an otherworldly green glow that made the shadows dance across the rough walls.

“You’ll sleep better with a little light,” the mushroom said.

“Not sure light is the problem,” I muttered. “I’m more worried about something eating me in the night.”

“Anything that could eat you is far, far away now,” Caspian said cheerfully. “Your wives, I mean. Or your ex-wives. Or the dragon’s ex- wives, I suppose.”

“Reassuring,” I said slowly. “Thanks, Caspian. I think you should leave now.”

Caspian did leave, eventually, and I heard the sporefolk’s soft footsteps padding away into the deeper dark. The cavern went quiet then, though I could hear things moving faintly past the stone. There was the drop of condensation, the distant tremor of pickaxes, and the hum of living systems just underfoot.

I stared up at the jagged ceiling for a long stretch as I wondered what the hell I had gotten myself into. I didn’t belong in this place, not really, but it was starting to feel like it could become something like a home. I should have been terrified, but instead, a strange calm washed over me after all of this strangeness.

Maybe it was because I finally felt like I mattered to something larger. Back home, I’d worked in a world that ran just fine without me. If I quit, someone else would take my desk, reformat my files, and then forget I ever existed. Here, though, every word I said seemed to shift something. People listened when I spoke, and even if they were skeptical of some of my decisions, they didn’t dismiss them outright. I liked the feeling of belonging and of having a real influence over what happened.

On the other side of that was immense pressure. Everything here relied on something else in one large, living cycle, and the dragon had been the linchpin that kept it all in motion. Now, the pin was gone, and they’d replaced it with me. I wasn’t sure what was scarier -- that they expected me to succeed, or that I actually wanted to.

I had no fire, no scales, and no godlike authority. But I did have ideas and a new perspective, and that could count for something.

My thoughts then turned to my companions for the journey. There was Hilde, who was stubborn but still willing to trust me enough to go along with an idea she didn’t agree with. Skarviss, who was skeptical at best but believed I could get things done. And finally, Caspian, small but brave enough to wander from the hive. I wasn’t leading a group of irritated, disgruntled employees. I was leading people whose lives depended on our success.

The moss beneath me had warmed faintly with my body heat. I breathed slowly and watched the faint shimmer of Caspian’s leftover spores drift in the air. I wondered if the dragon ever took a break from sleeping on gold and bones to sleep like this, on the soft moss amid the same drifting lights. For a moment, I could almost feel what he had felt. There was power here, yes, but there was a deep peace, too. I felt a rhythm to the mountain that matched the pulse of blood in my veins. For the first time since I’d woken up in this new world, I felt aligned with it, like I had finally tapped into the right frequency.

My thoughts turned briefly to my old apartment, and the sterile blue of my laptop screen, the smell of instant noodles, and the grayed bedsheets on a lumpy mattress. I had always told myself that comfort was enough, that having a paycheck and a place to sleep was the same thing as being content, but I wasn’t so sure that was the case anymore. Here in a bed of moss, surrounded by beings who relied on me not because of a paycheck but because they believed I could help, it all clicked in a way that terrified me. Maybe I liked it here too much already.

Eventually, exhaustion won out, and my eyes grew heavy as the glow dimmed. The hum of the mountain slowed in my ears, and I drifted off with my hand still resting on the stone as though I was holding the pulse of something much larger than myself. I dreamed of valleys shaped like veins, and in the center, instead of a dragon, was a man who looked truly peaceful.

When I woke up, it was to the sound of Hilde yelling. That felt like a reliable alarm clock for the mountain.

“Up, lad!” she barked from somewhere beyond the doorway. “Ye can sleep when yer dead!”

I groaned as I sat up, and then I brushed a few bits of moss from my hair. The mountain was already awake and alive again, if the noise was anything to go by. I could hear footsteps echoing down the tunnels and the clang of metal, and the faint smell of what seemed to be porridge drifted in.

Skarviss appeared a few moments later, with his scaly skin freshly oiled to a dull bronze sheen that caught the torchlight. I squinted at him, unsure if I was seeing it right.

“Did you oil yourself up?” I frowned.

“I wanted to look nice,” he deadpanned. “Sleep well?”

“Like a rock,” I muttered.

Apparently, that was all the conversation he needed. Caspian scuttled in after him and offered me a small piece of dried mushroom bread and then hummed softly while I ate. After taking a few test bites, I devoured the bread whole, glad to have something to fill my belly after the plan of a microwave meal hadn’t worked out all those hours ago.

The dwarves had gathered to see us off, so they lined the main tunnel, where they could grumble and mutter while they watched us leave. Hilde issued a few more instructions, and then we were in a tunnel with a spiral staircase and slowly climbing upwards.

The stone was rough and slick in places, and the short steps and lack of handrails suggested this was another example of dwarven work. My boots slipped once or twice, which sent pebbles clattering into the dark below, but Hilde was already halfway up and moving with the stubborn efficiency of someone who refused to acknowledge difficulty.

Skarviss slithered ahead of me, and his tail made a low rasping sound against the stone, while Caspian brought up the rear to cast an amber light on the walls. It was an odd group, but at least no one had attacked anyone else yet.

I tried not to think about how far above the valley we were, or how far below the mountain we’d been when we’d started. The air grew colder as we climbed, until each breath felt like we were inhaling more dust than crisp mountain air, and my calves started to ache.

The tunnel twisted upward endlessly, and the walls closed in at odd angles. At one point, a draft of pine-scented air blew through, and it startled me so much I almost tripped on the next tiny step. That had been real surface air, which felt like the answer to a prayer after a whole day of breathing in the must of stone. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed it until that moment.

Every few turns, a faint blue glow flickred along the walls, where small veins of luminescent crystal had been embedded in the rock. Caspian would pause to brush a few fingers along the stones, while the mushroom murmured softly. I wasn’t sure if the sporefolk was talking to the mountain or just himself, but at least it was soothing.

Skarviss didn’t speak much, but his presence alone filled the narrow tunnel. Every so often he’d stop, press his claws against the stone, and listen.

“Old paths,” he would hiss softly. “The stone here probably remembers every footstep.”

“Damn poet now, is he?” Hilde snorted.

After what felt like over an hour of climbing, a faint light appeared ahead. As we got closer, I realized it wasn’t torchlight, but cold daylight. The air that poured down the tunnel carried the scent of rain and open wind, and my chest tightened at the thought of finally seeing the sky again.

The staircase opened into a massive stone archway that looked as though it had been melted apart rather than carved. The stone was blackened and charred in odd places as we stepped through, and the faint hint of fire still lingered.

I barely noticed, though, as the sky above me hit like a punch to the gut.

Maybe it was the city pollution that prevented me from ever seeing a properly blue sky, or maybe the magic here just made everything look a million times more saturated, but the sky here was brighter than anything I’d ever imagined. Even as white clouds crawled lazily above us, the blue was an undisturbed, perfectly bright azure. The valleys below spilled outward in green ribbons, dotted with rivers and thin plumes of smoke from far-off villages.

I had forgotten how wide the world could be, when it wasn’t suffocated by skyscrapers and condos.

Caspian tilted his head back and stared up at the sky. The mushroom’s eyes were wide, and the cap glowed faintly in the daylight.

“It’s so loud,” the little creature murmured. “The air moves too much.”

“Smells like rain and manure,” Hilde said with a quiet fondness and then took a deep breath. “Aye. Feels nice.”

Skarviss, on the other hand, stood silently. His slitted pupils were narrowed against the brightness, and he seemed more annoyed than pleased with the scenery.

“Too exposed,” he muttered. “No cover, no walls.”

“That’s sort of the point of being outside,” I said.

He gave me a look that said he wasn’t sure whether I was wise or suicidal.

We began our descent from the mountain along a winding trail that cut through the rocky terrain. It was rough going, since most of the path was narrow, steep, and half-swallowed by weeds. Somehow, Skarviss led the way with an unnerving grace. Every so often he’d glance back and flick his tail impatiently whenever the rest of us lagged too far behind.

Hilde trudged at her own steady pace, and she hummed to herself every so often while she ignored the impatient looks from Skarviss. Caspian walked lightly and occasionally stopped to examine a flower or patch of moss, until someone would nudge the mushroom along.

The mountain’s slight chill slowly gave way to warmth, and the wind no longer felt like it was trying to knock us off the precipice. It carried scents of wet soil and greenery, and I could hear water somewhere below us as well as the distant caw of birds. The world felt louder than I remembered, as if every sound was fighting to fill the silence the mountain had left behind. My chest ached with awe and a hint of homesickness.

I’d never really gone hiking, but I had gone camping a few times with my parents when I was younger. I remembered seeing the most incredible waterfall when I was eight, and then fully believing that it was magical. Here, though, a waterfall had a good chance of actually being magical, and for the first time in years, I was actually looking forward to being in nature.

By the time we reached the base of the slope, the stone had given way to grass and loose dirt, and the ground felt spongy underfoot. I crouched down for a moment and pressed my hand into it, just to feel the difference.

The soil was warm and soft, and I could swear it was breathing. It was ridiculous, but after what felt like a lifetime constrained to concrete office buildings, touching fresh dirt felt like a luxury. Caspian crouched beside me and smiled as his fingertips lightly raked the soil.

“The ground here is extremely fertile,” the mushroom said happily. “It would support all manner of life.”

“I’m sure it does,” I agreed.

The first trail we had been following had disappeared into the weeds, so instead, we started to follow an old dirt road that wound along the valley’s edge. The further we walked, the more signs of civilization appeared. We passed fences, wagon ruts, and the remains of old boundary markers swallowed up by greenery.

“This was probably a trade route,” Hilde said after a while as she ran her fingers along a cracked stone pillar. “Humans spread across the valley would transport goods to each other this way. They were also supposed to bring us our tributes this way.”

“Humans forget their debts so quickly when there is no threat of punishment,” Skarviss hissed softly.

“Or maybe they’re just scared,” I countered. “When the biggest, scariest thing keeping you in line disappears, you’ll probably start wondering if the old rules still apply, or if something even bigger and scarier is on the way.”

“Scared folks do stupid things,” Hilde grunted. “Brave folk, too. Guess we’ll find out which kind they are.”

We stopped briefly by a stream to refill our waterskins and enjoy a moment of peace. All except Caspian, who knelt by the bank and peered into the water.

“There’s some sort of fungi in the soil here,” the mushroom murmured. “I didn’t know it could grow on the surface like that. It’s different than any I’ve seen.”

I wasn’t sure whether that was meant to be comforting or ominous, so I decided to pretend it was just an observation for now.

“Would be better if it was beer…” Hilde muttered as she took a swig from her flask.

“We should move on,” Skarviss insisted. “We are exposssed here.”

We set off again, and the valley slowly widened. The road curved around a ridge to reveal rolling farmlands, covered in a patchwork of green and gold. Crops waved faintly in the wind, and I could make out what seemed to be wheat and maybe barley. To my surprise, the farmland looked as healthy as ever, and I sighed because I knew what the lizardfolk was going to say.

“That takes out one of your theoriessss,” Skarviss hissed.

“I’m still willing to give them the benefit of the doubt,” I responded, though I felt a faint glimmer of anger for the first time.

The farmland stretched out on either side of the road, and a short distance on, we could see farmers working the field in small groups. They were bent low over rows of crops, and didn’t seem to notice our small group as we passed. Everything looked normal, with no signs of famine, burned villages, or evidence of rebellion. If anything, the place looked prosperous, even thriving. It had kept going without the mountain’s oversight.

If it ever needed that at all.

As we walked closer, a cluster of cottages came into view along the road. Their thatched roofs glowed golden in the afternoon light, and smoke curled lazily from their chimneys. I could see the faint outlines of people moving between them, and while they moved quickly, no one was panicking.

Maybe this had just been a misunderstanding. Maybe the system between these people and the mountain had broken down from neglect, not any real sense of malice.

“Looks peaceful enough,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll be open to diplomatic discussion.”

Past the cottages, the road widened again and then straightened so we could see the tall stone walls of the inner keep. They were pale limestone that caught the light in soft shades of cream and gray, and wide banners hung limply from the towers, each painted with the emblem of a golden sunburst against a blue shield. A heavy wooden gate flanked by two watchtowers kept trespassers away, and even from a distance, I could see guards posted along the walls. Their armor glinted dully, but there were clearly plenty of guards to go around.

“Well,” I said under my breath. “There’s the welcoming committee.”

“Those are guards,” Skarviss responded with a frown. The others nodded and murmured their agreement.

“It’s a-- nevermind,” I sighed.

We approached slowly and kept our hands visible. The road beneath our feet shifted from dirt to cobblestone, and the faint murmur of city life became audible beyond the wall. We could hear voices and cartwheels, and the smell of food drifted by. Skarvis slithered closer to me, and his tongue flicked in and out as he scanned the walls.

“They can see ussss,” he hissed quietly. “But they do not come to greet.”

“Maybe they’re just cautious,” I said, even though I could feel my heartbeat picking up. “I definitely would be.”

The massive gates loomed ahead, open just enough for a single wagon to pass through at a time. I hesitated and glanced at Hilde, then at Skarviss, who both gave small nods. Together, we stepped forward, one cautious pace at a time, until my boot crossed the shadow of the gate’s arch. For one moment, nothing happened.

And then, the world erupted into sound.

A deafening clang split the air, followed by another, and another. Giant bronze bells had begun to ring from every tower, and their peals echoed across the valley like thunder. Hilde swore loudly, though it was nearly lost in the noise, and Caspian squeaked in fear as the light from the cap flashed brightly. Skarviss hissed and lowered into a fighting stance.

Guards swarmed toward the gate, and within seconds, we were surrounded in a ring of steel that glinted in the afternoon sun. They leveled their spears toward us, polished to a mirror’s edge, and I could see the wary gaze of the soldiers beneath their helmets.

“Hold!” one of the guards barked. “Stay where you are! Weapons down!”

“We don’t have weapons,” I said as I raised both hands.

The circle of steel held steady as boots scraped faintly against cobblestone as they tightened formation.

Then, just as the tension began to crest, the guards split their ranks down the middle in a synchronized motion. The ringing of the bells began to fade and was replaced by the deliberate click of heels against stone. A woman emerged from the shadow of an archway and moved toward us with a calm, unhurried authority. Guards lowered their heads as she passed, and when she reached the edge of the circle, she stopped, raised her chin, and looked directly at me.

“So,” she said as her bright green eyes narrowed. “Look what the dragon dragged in.”
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Chapter 7

I thought my brain had just short-circuited. The woman standing before us looked like she’d stepped straight out of a painting, the kind some ancient noble would hang in their halls to remind everyone how unattainably perfect their bloodline is.

Sunlight hit her hair in a way that made it shimmer like spun bronze, and the long braid down her back caught the wind just enough to gently sway. Her eyes were sharp and a clear green, and they tracked every twitch of movement around her with careful focus.

Her skin was pale, touched faintly with warmth, a complexion that didn’t come from labor. High cheekbones and a narrow jaw gave her an air of cold precision, though her mouth-- full, steady, and just shy of smiling-- softened it. She wasn’t tall, maybe five and a half feet, but she carried herself like a queen among soldiers, back straight, chin up, every step deliberate. The gold thread embroidered into her blue dress glimmered faintly under the sun, though the dress itself wasn’t much of a distraction from the soft curves it clung to.

And then she raised the point of a sword directly toward my throat, and the illusion of art evaporated into a very real threat.

“Identify yourselves,” she said.

Her voice wasn’t loud, but it carried command, one that could silence even the shuffling of anyone nearby. Her accent was crisp and refined, the kind that had been trained into someone from birth.

“Uh,” I started eloquently as I tried not to go cross-eyed from staring at the blade that hovered inches from my neck. “We come in peace? Diplomatic mission? No dragon, or fire, or reason to panic, or anything like that.”

The woman’s gaze flicked over our group, and I saw her eyes linger on Skarviss, then Caspian’s glowing cap, and then finally all the way down to Hilde. Her mouth thinned slightly, and the faintest twitch betrayed what might have been disbelief.

“You travel with a lizard, a dwarf, and…” she raised an eyebrow. “A fungus.”

“Actually, we’re called Sporefolk,” Caspian said politely, before the rest of us could stop him. “Also, hello.”

A few guards exchanged looks. The woman didn’t lower her sword, but she did tilt her head as she studied us carefully. Her eyes were sharp and unreadable as they returned to me.

“Who leads you?” she demanded.

“That’d be me,” I said and raised my hand halfway and then instantly regretted how casual that looked. “Hi. I’m Micah. I’m technically the dragon. Nice to, uh, meet you.”

That got me exactly the kind of reaction I’d feared. Every single guard stiffened at once, and the woman’s sword came up a little higher, where it gleamed in the sunlight.

“The dragon is dead,” she said coolly. “And if you claim his title, you claim his crimes.”

“Not claiming anything!” I said quickly. “I’m just trying to make sure the mountain doesn’t collapse into chaos! You might’ve noticed that the tributes haven’t been flowing upwards lately, and we came to ask the human leader why, not to demand or threaten anyone.”

The ringing of the bells had fully faded out by now, which left only the distant cry of crows and the hum of the wind through the valley. The woman’s expression was as icy as Buffalo in winter, but after a few more seconds, she lowered her sword slightly and took a step closer.

“You came to ask?” she repeated. “That’s new. Your dragon never asked. He just took. And yet, you expect us to believe the great wyrm has been replaced by a man who speaks of questions and diplomacy?”

“Pretty much, yeah,” I said and offered a smile.

“You are either very brave or very foolish,” she said. “Perhaps both.”

Thankfully, she turned slightly, and gestured for her soldiers to stand down. I let out a small sigh of relief as the blade moved away from my throat.

“Mostly foolish,” Hilde muttered.

“If you want to speak to the human leader, then I will decide if you are worth my father’s effort,” she said.

“Wait.” I blinked. “You’re--“

“Princess Anastasia Hawthorne,” she said as she raised her chin. “First daughter of House Hawthorne.”

“Cool,” I said weakly. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

The princess didn’t sheath her sword immediately, though. She kept it held at her side for a couple more seconds before she shrugged loosely.

“Keep your hands where they can be seen,” she said, her tone clipped and precise. “My father enjoys guests, but I don’t share his enthusiasm.”

I nodded quickly and then nudged Skarviss, who also nodded. The guards still encircled us, but at least they took a couple of steps back so we could actually move. The Princess led us through the gate in a slow, uneasy line, and the sound of clanking armor soon drowned out everything else.

“Grand,” Hilde muttered. “From dragon den to a royal den. Ye really know how to drag a dwarf into madness, lad.”

Skarviss slithered along without comment, though his tail left faint marks across the cobblestone. Caspian walked quietly beside me, and the glow of his cap had dimmed to a faint pulse. I felt the press of dozens of eyes from above as the citizens watched our parade from their windows and rooftops. No doubt they were trying to make sense of the strange little procession that had just wandered into their city, and I was sure it would be the topic of the day in every tavern by evening.

Inside the walls, the city spread out before us in carefully organized rows of pale stone houses and cobbled streets that curved and wound around each other. The air smelled faintly of bread and woodsmoke, and market stalls dotted the square we passed. The merchants sold everything from woven cloth to baskets of apples, though most of the vendors had paused their business to gawk at us. I caught glimpses of faces peering from behind curtains, children with their faces pressed against windows, mothers trying to drag them away, and old men leaning on canes. Most of them squinted at the Lizardfolk and the glowing mushroom person as though they might vanish if they glanced away.

I wasn’t sure if this place was more peaceful or more suffocating than the mountain we’d just come from. Everything was so clean that I almost missed the raw, uneven chaos of so many species entangled together in a massive web of civilization.

Anastasia led us through it all without once breaking her stride, but I had no doubt she’d memorized every street and alley in this place. Her long braid swayed slightly with her movement, and I realized this was probably the calmest she’d looked in the last ten minutes. Even the guards trailed behind her at a distance, as though she didn’t actually need them for protection so much as presentation.

We climbed a long, winding ramp that led upward through the higher tiers of the city, and from there, the palace came into view. I’d expected fortifications, maybe a fortress of stone and steel, but what stood before us was something far more elegant.

This palace wasn’t designed to intimidate but to impress. Arched windows glittered with stained glass that caught the sunlight like fragments of jewels. The walls were carved from pale limestone and etched with intricate patterns that resembled waves and constellations. Gardens spilled down the terraces in a sea of lavender and ivy, and water trickled gently through marble channels into fountains shaped like doves. The air smelled faintly of citrus and rain.

As we reached the great double doors, I noticed two guards posted at either side. Their armor was polished so finely that the reflection of the garden trees shimmered on their breastplates. Anastasia made a quick gesture with her fingers, and the guards straightened instantly. One struck a small silver bell twice, and the soft, clear sound echoed across the courtyard.

The doors opened inward without a creak to reveal a long marble corridor bathed in light from the high arched windows. The air inside was cool and almost unnaturally still, and every sound was swallowed by the polished stone.

Caspian hesitated as we entered, and the little mushroom tilted his head as he looked around. The bioluminescence reflected faintly off the floor and painted pale gold ripples across the marble that followed our steps.

“It’s so sterile,” the mushroom whispered in a mournful voice. “No dirt, no roots.”

“Clean, ye mean,” Hilde snorted. “Not every place needs to be covered in mushrooms and soil.”

She gave Caspian a good-natured nudge, which only made the mushroom sigh dramatically. Skarviss didn’t comment, though I caught him eyeing the vaulted ceilings and the arrow slit windows with a soldier’s wary mind. He was probably noting escape routes and defensible corners out of old habit.

“Enough chatter,” she said as she glanced back at us, though her tone wasn’t entirely unkind. “My father is not a patient man when he’s interrupted at work. If he’s thinking, do not speak until you are addressed.”

The last warning hung in the air, and none of us argued. I swallowed hard and nodded, though I realized that whatever waited at the end of this beautiful hall was probably nothing like I was expecting.

The hall opened into a grand chamber, though grand wasn’t quite the right word. I probably would have described it as strange.

Instead of the rigid cleanness of the corridor, this room was alive in a way that felt at once organic and chaotic, which brought a short, pleased gasp from Caspian. The walls were half-covered in moss, and vines crept up between cracks of marble that must have been deliberately left open. Sunlight spilled through an enormous skylight overhead and illuminated dust motes that shimmered like gold flakes. And at the center of this room, crouched on the floor like a child playing with toys, was a man with a silver beard and a massive crown.

He wasn’t dressed like a king, at least not like the kind that I was expecting. His robes were rolled up to his elbows, his sleeves were smeared with oil, and his bare feet peeked out from under the folds of his garments. He was surrounded by an organized chaos of gears, springs, and metal coils, and each one glinted as though freshly polished. He hummed to himself while he tinkered with some small contraption that I couldn’t identify, and every now and then, he paused to squint at a tiny gear through a magnifying lens perched on his nose.

“Uh,” I whispered quietly to Anastasia. “Is that--”

“Yes,” she said curtly. “That’s my father.”

“Okay,” I murmured. “And he’s… normal?”

“Well,” her lips twitched. “Define normal.”

Before I could say anything, the man suddenly looked up. His eyes were a sharp and startling bright green, and they locked onto us immediately. I was sure he was about to call for more guards, but instead, his entire face split into a wide grin.

“Ah!” he exclaimed and threw his arms out. “Visitors! And not the boring kind, either. You’ve brought me a menagerie! Splendid!”

He stood in one quick, fluid movement that contradicted his age and nearly sent the crown toppling from his head. Anastasia straightened even more, and her voice was steady but formal as she spoke.

“Father, these are envoys from the mountain,” she announced. “They claim they are here regarding the matter of tributes.”

“Tributes,” the king mused. “Not one of my favorite topics to discuss. I prefer fermented cabbage.”

“Did he just say cabbage?” Hilde muttered as she blinked slowly.

Although the comment was quiet and mostly directed toward me, the king perked up and clapped his hands together.

“Yes, fermented cabbage,” the king declared proudly, as if this was a completely normal discussion. “It’s marvelous for your digestion, did you know? And it saved us during the harvest delay. We lived on the stuff for two weeks! Best my stomach ever felt.”

“Father.” Anastasia sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Focus.”

He blinked at her and then smiled again, wider this time, like the concept of focusing was an old friend he hadn’t seen in years.

“Ah, yes, focus. Of course! Tributes, dragons, and whatnot.” He glanced over our group. “Right. Which one of you is the dragon, then? Don’t tell me it’s the mushroom.”

“Not yet,” Caspian said brightly. “But I’m working on it!”

The king let out a booming laugh that bounced across the moss-covered chamber like thunder.

“I like this one!” he said and pointed approvingly at Caspian. “Good attitude! Growth mindset! You’ll do fine in life, I can tell.”

Then, his gaze landed on me. His expression didn’t change much, but there was something piercing behind his eyes now, and I could sense a flicker of awareness that felt sharper than his humor let on.

“And you,” he said, “you’ve got the look of a man who’s made a series of very poor decisions that you are committed to. I admire that.”

“Uh, thanks?” I managed. “We’re just here to talk.”

“Talk!” the king repeated gleefully. “Marvelous! I do so love when people want to talk instead of stab. Though, in fairness, stabbing often produces faster results.”

He chuckled again and then suddenly dropped into a chair near the table. His entire demeanor flipped from eccentric to razor-sharp in an instant. He gestured for us to sit, and when we did, I noticed that the table wasn’t carved in marble or gold, but a patchwork of different woods. Oak, cedar, and birch were all joined together into a circle that had clearly been mended dozens of times. It was the table of someone who refused to discard anything that still worked.

“Now then,” he said and tapped his fingers on the table. “Tell me. What’s the issue, exactly?”

For a moment, I wasn’t entirely sure how to start. The king’s attention was fixed on me, but not in the way I’d expected. It wasn’t scrutiny or hostility, but something more like fascination. He leaned forward slightly, with his chin resting on his knuckles, and eyes alight with a wild sort of curiosity. The silence stretched long enough that I started to wonder if I was supposed to say something clever. Finally, I decided to just go for it.

“Right,” I began slowly. “So, uh, the tributes. The grain, fruit, and livestock have stopped arriving at the mountain. And since the dragon’s no longer around to… oversee things, the Sporefolk have started to run out of food, which means they can’t produce food for anyone else, and that’s… working its way up the ladder, so to speak. It’s kind of an ecosystem issue, if that makes sense.”

“Ecosystem,” the king murmured thoughtfully. “A fine word. Did you teach him that word, Anastasia? It sounds like something from one of your books.”

“No, father,” Anastasia sighed softly.

“Of course not!” the king exclaimed jovially. “Just a joke, of course. So the dragon’s absence has created problems for you?”

“In a manner of speaking,” I said. “The sporefolk, the dwarves, the lizardfolk, even the goblins… all of their ecosystems were built around maintaining balance with the valleys below. The dragon was the enforcer of that balance, but I don’t think the way he went about his job was the best method. I’m here to rectify that and find out what we can do to restart those tributes.”

“Balance,” the king hummed. “You speak as though the mountain and valley are still bound by the same rules. You think in terms of continuity. But tell me this. Why should the people of the valleys continue to toil for an unfulfilled promise?”

That caught me off guard. He wasn’t angry or defensive, and if anything, he looked almost pleased to have found a question to toss at me.

“Um, well--” I stammered.

“You see, my boy,” he cut in, “for centuries, the dragon offered two outcomes. Terror or protection. He burned those who defied him and protected those who obeyed. It was a simple transaction. Cruel, but clear. Now that the dragon is gone, what remains of that bargain?”

I opened my mouth, shut it again, and then tried to answer honestly.

“Survival,” I said finally. “Because if the mountain falls apart, the valleys will too. The systems are still connected, and you can’t just--”

“Oh, I can!” the king interrupted cheerfully and waved one hand like he was shooing away a fly. “And I have! No more tributes, no more grain wagons trudging up the mountain, no more kneeling. You think this is chaos, but to me, it’s an opportunity. We are free from the mountain’s shadow now, and free of the dragon’s appetite.”

“Free is it?” Hilde growled. “Aye, ye’re free, but all of us are people too, and we’re near to death, thanks to ye bein’ free.”

The king’s gaze flicked toward her.

“A dwarf!” he said. “Haven’t seen one of your kind in years. I expected more beard.”

“Keep talkin’, and you’ll be seein’ more teeth,” Hilde shot back.

Skarviss hissed quietly, maybe to back up Hilde’s threat, but the king chuckled again, delighted.

“Marvelous!” he said and slapped the arm of his chair. “I do miss the days when people spoke their minds without worrying about etiquette. Very well, you’ve got spirit. But the truth remains. My people no longer owe the mountain anything. The dragon is dead, and the world has changed. And I, for one, prefer to change with it rather than pretend the old ways will still serve us.”

“But the mountain can still provide things that will help your kingdom,” I insisted as I leaned forward. “Minerals. Ore. It’s a trade of stability. We need your cooperation, because without it, the whole network--”

“Will adapt,” the king interrupted smoothly. “Humans always do, you know. We’ve done it before. When the first dragon came to the mountain centuries ago, we adapted. Now that the last one has left, we will adapt again. We will not wither because the mountain has lost its master.”

“With all due respect, your Majesty,” I replied as frustration crept into my voice. “This isn’t just about you or your people. The valleys are part of something bigger--”

“Everything is part of something bigger!” the king barked suddenly and slammed his hand against the table hard enough to make the wood shudder.

His outburst silenced everyone instantly. Even Anastasia’s face tightened, though she didn’t look surprised. Then, just as quickly, his tone softened again and turned almost wistful.

“But not everything deserves to have a part,” he said quietly and slumped back into his chair. “My people paid tribute because they were told they must, or they’d burn. For generations, we lived under constant fear. And you think I’ll have them crawl back into that shadow because you came and asked nicely?”

I didn’t have a response ready for that, mostly because I couldn’t really argue with his point. From a human perspective, the end of the tributes was the start of freedom. From the mountain’s perspective, though, it was the start of starvation. I heard Skarviss shift behind me, and his tail scraped faintly against the floor.

“Your kind were always quick to forget the hissstory that kept you alive,” he hissed. “The dragon’s fire burned away more than enemies. It kept dark things below from crawling up. You think the world endsss at your walls, but there are mouths deeper than any mine, hungrier than any beast.”

I blinked. What dark things? I wasn’t entirely sure if Skarviss was speaking metaphorically or literally, but then again, both seemed interchangeable with the irritated lizardfolk.

“Ah,” the king said, and his eyes glinted. “A threat. I was wondering when we’d get there.”

“It’s not a threat,” I said quickly and shot an alarmed look at Skarviss. “What he means is that the mountain, without the proper functioning of its civilization, will start to decay. And if the valleys don’t help, it’s going to spread.”

“And yet,” the king tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Nothing has swooped down to devour us. No storms have swallowed our fields, and no dark things have crawled up from the earth. You see my problem, don’t you? You speak of consequences that have yet to arrive. I deal in what is, not what might be.”

Anastasia shifted slightly beside him, and I caught the way her gaze flicked toward me, measured and curious, as though she was weighing the value of my words.

“Father,” she said softly. “If the mountain collapses, we’ll feel it. The river that feeds our crops begins there, and--”

“Yes, yes, my little scholar.” He waved a hand dismissively in her direction without looking at her. “I’m well aware. The boy isn’t wrong to come here, but he’s wrong to expect faith from us.”

“Faith can be rebuilt,” Anastasia replied as she frowned slightly.

“Spoken like someone who’s never had hers tested,” her father chuckled under his breath.

Anastasia looked like she was going to retort, but she took a deep breath instead. The King waited for a moment, like he was waiting for her challenge, and then he leaned closer to me.

“Tell me something, ‘dragon’,” he said in a humorless voice. “If this is truly about balance and peace, then what does the mountain offer now? What can you give us, other than false promises?”

I hesitated. That was a question I didn’t have an answer to, at least not yet. I couldn’t threaten them like the dragon once did, and I couldn’t offer much wealth or miracles. All I had were ideas, and I wasn’t sure those counted for much.

My thoughts tangled between panic and strategy. What did the mountain have to offer, really? Food, minerals, and stability all relied on the very people now refusing to contribute. The king seemed to enjoy watching me squirm, despite his patient smile.

“I’ll need a moment,” I said finally, my voice more uncertain than I’d intended. “To discuss this with my, uh, council.”

“Council?” the king repeated with an amused tilt of his head. “Is that what we’re calling this colorful parade? Splendid! Go on then, have your recess. But make it quick. I do bore easily.”

Anastasia gestured toward a smaller side room just off the moss-covered chamber. It looked like a private study, filled with shelves stuffed with scrolls, odd mechanical pieces scattered across tables, and a single stained-glass window that painted the floor in ribbons of amber and blue. I half-expected to find a mysterious cat perched on one of the gears, but thankfully, it was empty. We entered the room one by one, with Hilde being the last to begrudgingly step through the doorway.

The door shut behind us with a solid click to muffle the faint humming of the king as he returned to tinkering with his strange contraptions.

“Alright,” I said and turned to the others. “We need an offer. Something that’ll actually get him to listen.”

“Offer what?” Hilde grunted, crossing her arms. “We’ve got nothin’ he wants. He’s happy with his freedom and seems damn well pleased about it, too”

“He did mention opportunity,” Caspian said as the mushroom looked up from a clock spring on the desk. “That’s what humans like, isn’t it? Maybe we can give him one.”

“Opportunity for what?” Skarviss hissed. “The king wantsss power, not peace, clearly. The dragon’s death has made him bold.”

“Okay, but maybe… maybe he’s not completely closed off to new ideas. He didn’t throw us out, and that means something.” I turned toward the others as I scratched my chin. “If we can frame the tributes as trade instead of just servitude, he might bite. Like, he sends grain, we send rare resources from the mountain, so it’s a mutual benefit. We rebuild the connection as an alliance, not a demand.”

“Yeah?” Hilde snorted. “Ye really think that sweet talk’ll work on a man like that?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it’s better than begging.”

“If humans like to see proof, maybe we show them,” Caspian suggested. “Build something small, just a demonstration of the mountain’s strength when it’s cared for. Show them that cooperation grows life.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said slowly. “If he’s as eccentric as he seems, maybe we appeal to his curiosity instead of his ego. Make it sound like an experiment.”

“You gamble with words, dragon,” Skarviss’ tongue flicked once. “But your words have claws. I can respect that.”

“You don’t have to call me dragon,” I muttered.

“Alright then,” Hilde sighed and leaned heavily against the desk. “Ye make the pitch. But if he tosses us in a dungeon for wastin’ his time, I’m blamin’ you.”

“Noted,” I said. “Let’s just hope he’s in a good mood.”

We returned to the main chamber, where we were met with the sight of the king balancing a spinning gear on the edge of a spoon and watching it whirl precariously. Anastasia stood beside him, her arms crossed, and a look of exasperation painted over her face.

“Ah! The council returns!” the king declared, and set the gear down before it could clatter to the ground. “Excellent. I was just about to start talking to myself, which is never a good sign unless you’re brilliant, and I am, so it’s fine. So, young dragon-man, what dazzling proposal have you conjured up in your absence?”

“We’re not here to demand tributes,” I began. “We’re proposing an exchange. A partnership between the mountain and the valley. You continue to supply food, and we provide resources. Things like minerals and metals that you can’t obtain down here.”

The king’s grin didn’t fade, but the amusement in his eyes sharpened into something almost predatory.

“Trade, you say? Fair exchange, and mutual benefit. How very civilized of you.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “But tell me, why should I enter a trade with a mountain that can’t even feed itself without our help? What assurances do I have that this won’t collapse the moment something else unpredictable happens?”

“We can prove it,” I said and tried to sound more confident than I felt. “Let us--”

“Prove it?” the king interrupted as a sly glint appeared in his eyes. “Now that’s something I do love to hear.”

He stood suddenly, and the air around him seemed to shift with the same unpredictable energy that had filled the room the moment we entered.

“Oh, this is trouble,” Hilde grumbled.

“Very well. Let’s make this interesting, shall we?” The king clapped his hands once, and the sound echoed across the chamber. “If you and your… delightful companions wish to prove your worth to our valley, then you’ll have your chance.”

“Uh, how exactly do you want us to do that?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing too dangerous,” he said lightly. “Just a little test of character, skill, and luck. The five trials of the valley. Complete them, and I will personally see to it that the farm tributes resume. Fail, and…”

The king shrugged and then burst into laughter. Caspian flinched at the sudden noise, and the rest of my small party looked deeply uncomfortable.

“Well, the mountain can always find another dragon, I suppose,” the king finished.

“Five trials?” I echoed. “As in plural? More than one?”

“Five,” he confirmed cheerfully. “One for each virtue the valley values. Wisdom, strength, resolve, mercy, and unity. They’re old traditions, half-forgotten now, but it seems fitting, doesn’t it? A new dragon, and a new age, so a new test.”

“Father,” Anastasia said sharply. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I’m entirely serious,” he replied. “You wanted diplomacy, my dear. This is diplomacy! Trial by merit!”

“What kind of trials?” Caspian’s glow pulsed nervously.

“That’s the fun part.” The king’s grin widened. “Each one will test a different quality and a different aspect of what may make the mountain worthy of alliance. They’re not meant to kill you. Probably.”

“Probably?” Hilde said sharply. “Yer Majesty, ye do realize that’s not reassuring in the slightest.”

“Well, too many reassurances are a little boring, no?” the king laughed.

“Maybe,” I answered.

“Absolutely not,” the rest of my party said at the same time.

I took a slow breath and forced myself to keep my eyes trained on the king.

“And if we succeed?” I asked.

“Then, your precious tributes will return, and the granaries will open once more to the mountain. But more importantly, you will have proven yourself to both our kingdom and your mountain.” The king leaned back in his chair. “Do we have a deal?”
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Chapter 8

I hesitated. Everything about this felt like a trap, or an elaborate game without fully explained rules. But it was also the first real path forward that the king had offered us. I didn’t know what to expect from these trials, but it couldn’t be anything truly evil, or so I hoped.

“Deal,” I said firmly. “We’ll take your trials, and we’ll pass them.”

“Splendid!” the king declared and clapped his hands again. “Anastasia, you’ll accompany them, of course.”

“What?” she said sharply.

“Yes, yes, don’t look so horrified.” The king waved his hand absentmindedly. “Someone has to make sure they don’t cheat or die. Besides, I can tell you’re bored stiff. A little adventure will do wonders for your composure.”

Her mouth opened and then closed again, and her expression cracked just slightly into disappointment before she straightened again with a resigned exhale.

“As you wish, father,” she said.

“Good. Then it’s settled!” The king smiled, obviously pleased with the result of our negotiation. “Tomorrow at dawn, you’ll begin. My advisors will arrange the details. For now, rest and eat. Enjoy the palace, but remember, you’ll need your strength.”

He turned back around, already focused on another trinket in front of him. Just like that, our brief audience was over.

As we stepped back into another hallway, I let out a long, relieved breath. My heart still hammered against my ribs, half from adrenaline, and half from the realization of what we’d just agreed to.

“Trials,” Hilde muttered as she shook her head. “Bloody trials. Can’t he just say yes like a normal man?”

“Doesn’t look like normal is his speciality,” I said under my breath.

Anastasia walked ahead of us, silent for a few paces. When she finally spoke, her tone was calm but clipped.

“You realize what you’ve agreed to, don’t you?” she said. “These trials are ancient. They were once used to test generals and rulers, not… diplomatic envoys.”

“Oh,” I swallowed hard. “You think he means to kill us?”

“No,” she said after a pause. “But he means to see what you’re made of. If you fail, you’ll confirm every doubt he already has about the mountain’s weakness.”

“Great,” I said. “No pressure.”

“Five trialssss,” Skarviss flicked his tongue thoughtfully. “Five chances to prove that the mountain still commands respect. Perhaps thissss is not as much a punishment as we feel, but an opportunity.”

“Aye, or suicide with extra steps,” Hilde groaned.

Anastasia led us to the guest quarters, and they were far more luxurious than anything I’d expected. Each of us had our own adjoining chamber, connected by a curved hallway lined with lamps that glowed softly like a captured star. My room had a wide bed covered in pale blue silk, a small desk stacked with blank parchment, and an open balcony that overlooked the city below. The smell of rain still lingered faintly in the air and mingled with the perfume of flowering vines that trailed down the stone walls.

I didn’t feel like an intruder as I had when I first opened my eyes in the mountain. Instead, I felt almost welcome, which seemed encouraging, though it also made me leery.

Caspian followed me into my room and immediately gravitated toward the balcony. The small mushroom pressed his palms against the railing as he drank in the view.

“It’s so alive,” he whispered in a reverent tone as he gazed at the terraced gardens below.

Even I could see the faint shimmer of life in the distance, where the valley’s greenery stretched wide. The palace walls seemed to breathe with a strange harmony between nature and human architecture that made the world feel more connected than I’d realized.

“Right, Caspian, I agree,” I said slowly. “But do you think you could go to your own room, now?”

“Of course,” Caspian mumbled and then trudged out of the room.

Finally alone, I flopped backward onto the bed and relaxed for a little while. At some point, I fell asleep, until a palace servant cautiously woke me and announced it was the dinner hour.

The others were already there when I arrived, and I had a feeling I wasn’t the only one who’d taken a nap. Hilde and Skarviss both looked a little bleary-eyed, and Caspian actually rubbed his eyes for a moment.

All of that was quickly forgotten as we stepped into the dining hall. It was a masterpiece of mismatched luxury, from chandeliers that hung from ivy-covered beams, and a long wooden table that gleamed beneath the golden light of a thousand candles. The air smelled of roasted herbs, warm bread, and citrus.

I hadn’t realized how hungry I was for good, freshly-cooked food until I saw it all sitting in front of me. The king hadn’t been kidding about the food, and it was easily the most extravagant meal I’d ever seen in my life, with roasted pheasant, spiced root vegetables, honeyed fruit, a giant cake topped with lemons and a pale white glaze, and a bread so soft and buttery it practically melted in my hand.

Hilde attacked her plate like she’d been starving for a week, which I supposed was close to the truth. Skarviss ate with surgical precision, separating each piece like it was a piece in a war game. Caspian simply hummed contentedly as he absorbed the scent of everything around him more than the meal itself.

Anastasia sat across from me, composed and quiet. Her golden hair was pulled up into a braided crown around her head, and even though she didn’t look particularly pleased to be there, I couldn’t help but admire her beauty. Occasionally, her gaze flicked to me, curious and assessing. When I finally caught her eye, she spoke before I could.

“You’re not from here,” she said simply.

“Not exactly,” I admitted. “I’m still learning the rules.”

“Then I hope you learn fast,” her lips curled faintly. “The trials do not reward those who hesitate.”

After the meal was finished, we drifted out into the palace courtyard together and then into the city. The sky was streaked with rose and violet, and the first lanterns of the city were beginning to glow below. The streets shimmered with life as vendors called out over the hum of voices, children darted through alleyways, and the smell of baked goods and spice hung thick in the air.

“It feels strange,” I said softly. “Seeing people live so carefree.”

“Strange?” Anastasia raised a brow. “Were you particularly plagued with conflict before you arrived here?”

“Something like that,” I responded. “I never really got the chance to do anything like this. It’s really peaceful, honestly.”

“Peace is a fragile thing,” she smiled faintly. “It never lasts as long as we wish it would.”

Her tone was almost wistful, and for a moment, I saw something flicker unguarded behind her formality.

Caspian, meanwhile, had wandered off to the nearest stall and was enthusiastically asking a baker if bread could be made to glow. The baker didn’t look particularly enthusiastic about talking to a giant mushroom, but that didn’t affect their energy.

Hilde was in front of another stall, where she was bartering for a flask of ale. I watched as the vendor shrunk back in the face of her naturally louder tone, and the man finally agreed to an offer that the dwarf seemed incredibly pleased with. During all of this, Skarviss prowled the edges of the market, though his eyes never stopped their constant scanning.

We spent the next hour wandering the streets as we tried to blend in with the rhythm of human life. The city was a collage of scent and sound, where street musicians played flutes carved from bones, spices burned in bronze trays, and banners fluttered in every shade of blue and gold. For a place that had supposedly just shaken off centuries of fear, it pulsed with an unyielding joy. I wondered if the king’s madness was the price for that peace or the source of it.

By the time we returned to the palace, night had deepened into a hush. One by one, the others retreated into their rooms, while I lingered on my balcony for a while longer to watch lanterns drift along the river. The trials loomed in my mind, heavy and shapeless. I didn’t know what any of us should expect, but still, I had a feeling we’d be able to figure it out.

My sleep that night was the best I’d ever had, rivaled only by the naps I took in childhood. When dawn came, it was quiet and gray as a light mist rolled across the palace grounds and softened the edges of everything. Servants moved with a hushed efficiency as they set up what looked like a makeshift arena in the outer courtyard, and after a tasty breakfast, we were led to the arena.

Anastasia was already there, dressed not in a silk dress but in a tailored jacket and boots. Her golden hair had been braided tightly back, and her sharp green eyes watched everything. She looked like a commander about to head to war, and that made me wonder just what the trials involved.

I pushed that aside when I saw the king arrive shortly after, flanked by a few advisors and carrying what looked suspiciously like a teapot in one hand.

“Ah! My brave aspiring champions!” he boomed. “Sleep well, I hope? No nightmares about fiery dragons or plummeting economies?”

“No more than usual,” I responded dryly.

“Splendid!” he grinned. “Let’s get to it, then! The Five Trials of the Valley!”

“So much theater,” Hilde muttered. “How like a human.”

“Once, these tests determined who was worthy to rule, or survive, depending on how you look at it.” The King’s voice was loud enough to carry to the furthest corners of the courtyard. “Each trial represents a virtue our people hold sacred. First is wisdom, which is knowing when to act and when to wait. Strength of body, yes, but more importantly, of will. Then there’s Resolve, or the endurance to face despair. Mercy, the courage to stay your hand. And unity, the most difficult of all, for it binds every virtue together. Five trials, five chances. Pass them all, and the mountain and valley may yet walk the same path again.”

“And if we fail?” Caspian asked cautiously.

“Oh, then you’ll have a marvelously interesting story to tell on your way back to the mountain,” the king said cheerfully. “Assuming you survive, of course.”

“Comforting,” Hilde muttered. “Real comfortin’.”

The king ignored her and set the teapot down on a nearby stone ledge.

“Each trial will test one of you more than the others,” he said. “You’ll decide who takes which. Think carefully! These aren’t battles of muscles or magic, but of character. Show me which of you understands each best.”

We huddled together near the edge of the courtyard, speaking in low voices.

“Wisdom,” Caspian said first. “I would like that one. It’s about understanding patterns and connections. Fungal networks taught me that patience leads to discovery.”

“That makes sense,” I nodded. “And I think strength suits Skarviss.”

“I accept.” Skarviss’ tail flicked, pleased that I’d been so quick to select that role for him. “Let the trialssss show what cold blood can endure.”

“That leaves resolve and mercy,” Hilde said gruffly. “And since I’ve got more muscles than mercy, I’ll take resolve.”

“I think that fits you more than you realize,” I said. “You hold the line when things go to hell, and keep everyone’s heads on during it. That leaves mercy for me, which is great, not ominous at all.”

“Fits ye fine,” Hilde said with a smirk. “Ye always seem to want to think the best of anyone, anyway.”

The king clapped from right behind us, and we all jumped and then turned back to face him. Instead of standing with his guards, he had wandered over until he was right behind us.

“Excellent! A perfect division of the duties. But of course, the final trial, unity, must be faced together. Only when all others are done, will you earn that chance.” His voice softened slightly. “And remember. The trials may be old, but they are alive in spirit. Treat them with respect.”

With that, he motioned to one of his advisors, who stepped forward with a small carved box. The lid opened to reveal four tokens, each carved from a different material. One was bone, one was wood, and the last two were stone and crystal.

"These will guide you to where your trials begin,” the king explained. “When the first token glows, its bearer must step forward.”

The courtyard went still. Even the breeze seemed to hesitate, and the four tokens lay quiet for a moment, dull and unassuming in the gray light, until the one carved from crystal began to hum faintly.

“Crystal,” the king murmured. “The trial of wisdom! Step forward, mushroom.”

Caspian nervously stepped forward and grabbed the crystal. As soon as his hand wrapped around it, the gem started to drag him across the field toward something in the distance. Hilde, Skarviss, and I stared in utter shock, and then looked back at the king, who was still grinning widely.

“The trial has begun!” he declared happily. “Now, who’s next?”

The dark stone began to hum, and the king looked expectantly at Hilde, who didn’t even have to be told it was her token. She sighed heftily and picked it up, and just like the mushroom, it dragged her away with the same shocking speed.

The wood came next, and the king glanced at Skarviss, who then glanced at me.

“Surely ‘wood’ is not symbolic for sssstrength,” he said, bewildered.

The king raised both eyebrows, obviously delighted at Skarviss’ confusion.

“Of course it is!” he said cheerfully. “You think strength only comes from muscles? Pfft! Foolish notion! Trees bend and weather, and they are the strongest of any life in the forest. They hold fast and grow back stronger. It is the perfect metaphor! Off you go, lizard.”

Skarviss hissed quietly and then muttered something under his breath that sounded like he was saying this trial was beneath him, but he reached forward and grasped the token. The wooden charm pulsed once and then yanked him forward like a fish on a line.

“Hold fast, Skarviss!” I called after him. “Try not to bite the metaphors!”

He shot me a glare over his shoulder, and then the mist swallowed him whole.

That left one token. The bone. It sat at the bottom of the box, dull and inert, but I could feel its weight even from a few steps away, like it was waiting for me to make the first move somehow. The king, on the other hand, looked absolutely giddy when the bone began to pulse.

“Ah, the trial of mercy,” he said, and his grin stretched over his wrinkled face. “That one’s my favorite, you know. No blood or fire, just a little test of character.”

“Right,” I muttered and reached for it. “That’s reassuring.”

The moment my fingers brushed the bone, the world lurched, and the courtyard evaporated into a blur of motion. When my vision became still again, the courtyard had been replaced with a forest. Bone-white trunks rose from the ground like skeletal columns, and a pale mist rolled between them, cool and silent. The air smelled faintly of salt and iron, and every step I took echoed like I was walking on hollow ground.

“Alright,” I said as I looked around. “Mercy trial. Probably just means I don’t kill anything and don’t get killed. Easy-peasy.”

Somewhere in the distance, I heard the low, broken sound of crying, which seemed very convenient. So I followed the sound through the trees until I found a clearing, and there, half-buried in a pile of brittle leaves, was a man.

He looked human, but only barely. His clothes were in tatters, and one leg was twisted at an angle no leg should ever bend. His skin was covered in ash, and he was muttering frantically under his breath.

“Please,” he rasped. “Don’t let it find me again.”

Ah. So this was the trial.

“Hey, it’s okay.” I crouched next to him as I spoke. “What happened?”

His eyes darted upward, glassy with terror.

“It never stops hunting,” he whispered.

Before I could ask what it was, the trees around us began to shudder. A soft rustle turned into a heavy, rhythmic pounding, like distant thunder. The mist thickened and shifted with every impact, and finally, a massive creature stepped into view. It was so tall its horns brushed the canopy, and its body was built from bone and sinew. Its ribcage was hollow but filled with a pulsing light. It had no face, only a gaping cavity that glowed like molten metal.

“It doesn’t stop!” the man beside me screamed and clawed at the ground.

My instincts screamed at me to run, but this trial wasn’t about survival, it was about mercy. That suggested that killing it was off the table.

The creature moved slowly, like it didn’t quite exist on the same rhythm as the rest of the world. Each step sank into the earth without sound. It was searching, I realized, but for what?”

“What are you?” I murmured.

The creature’s head turned toward me, and the glow in its chest brightened.

“Okay, easy,” I held my hands up. “No fire.”

My brain scrambled for logic, for anything. The man was still sobbing behind me as he clutched his ruined leg. The beast didn’t attack, at least, though it tilted its head like it was studying me.

“Mercy,” I muttered. “This is a mercy trial. So… maybe… you’re not the monster here?”

That was a dangerous guess, but if this trial wanted me to fight the obvious enemy, it probably wasn’t that simple.

I stepped slowly between the creature and the man. The air buzzed with a low hum, and I realized it was the same note that had come from the token. My heart was hammering, but something in me clicked.

If this was a test of mercy, maybe it was about choosing which one needed it.

“Alright,” I said carefully to myself. “Let’s think about this like a puzzle.”

The creature’s light pulsed again, and the man whimpered louder.

I glanced back at him, and something didn’t seem right. His leg, which had been broken a moment ago, was perfectly fine now. He was no longer bleeding, either. His trembling hands were suddenly as steady as stone. His reflection in the gleam of the creature’s ribs was smiling.

“Oh,” I said slowly. “You’re not the victim here, are you?”

The man’s mouth twisted.

“You talk too much,” he drawled.

Before I could react, he lunged. The air shimmered, and his body warped mid-motion as it melted into a shape of shadow and teeth. The creature reared back but didn’t strike. It looked almost pained, like it was watching something go wrong that it couldn’t fix.

I dove sideways, rolled through the dirt, and scrambled up to my feet. The shadow man turned toward me, and he was now dripping like oil.

“So that’s what this is,” I said. “Mercy isn’t just about saving someone, it’s about knowing when not to.”

The creature raised one hand, and bones cracked like old wood. It was waiting to see what I’d do. The shadow suddenly lunged again, and although my first instinct screamed at me to do something, this wasn’t my fight. Instead, I stepped aside, ducked low, and grabbed a handful of the white dirt beneath me.

It was powdery and light, with a consistency almost like chalk. I squinted and tossed the dust directly at where I assumed the shadow’s face was. It howled angrily as the dust clung to it, and it scratched at its face as it tried to knock the grit away.

As the shadow writhed, the creature took the opportunity to move, not with aggression but with something closer to sorrow. It stepped forward slowly and deliberately, and its ribcage glowed brighter with each step. The mist bent around it like the world itself wanted to give it room. Then, gently, it reached out one massive, skeletal hand, and pressed its palm against the shadow’s form.

The sound that came after wasn’t a roar, or even a scream. It was a long, drawn-out sigh, like air escaping a tomb. The shadow convulsed once, twice, and then began to dissolve. Its edges frayed like torn paper and then disintegrated into frightening black ash that shimmered faintly before disappearing entirely. The light from the creature’s chest dimmed to a soft blue, and I realized I had been holding my breath this entire time.

“Was that… mercy?” I whispered.

The creature tilted its head as though considering the question. Then, slowly, it drew one long finger across the ground, leaving behind a single glowing line. It pulsed once, and the faint outline of the shadow’s face flickered there and then faded.

“Release,” a voice echoed faintly from the light in its chest. “He did not want to leave, and the desperation turned him angry. Mercy is release.”

The forest seemed to exhale as the mist softened, and the pale trunks shifted into softer shades. I could feel warmth returning to the air.

“So,” I murmured. “You weren’t hunting him, you were freeing him? What are you exactly?”

“Death,” the creature responded. “And life.”

It leaned close enough that the glow of its ribs washed my face in pale gold. Then, slowly, it tapped the center of my chest with the tip of its finger. The touch wasn’t sharp or burning, thankfully, just heavy, like the weight of a heartbeat too big for my chest. The warmth spread through me in pulses, steady and rhythmic, that echoed faintly beneath my ribs. For a second, the entire forest seemed to breathe along with it as the light within the trees flickered in time to my own pulse. I couldn’t tell if the creature was giving something to me or taking something away.

My vision blurred as shadows and gold light swam together until I wasn’t sure which direction was up anymore. The creature drew back, and its body began to unravel into threads of light that wove through the mist like veins that vanished into the air one by one. Its voice, when it came again, was softer now, almost mournful.

“Mercy is in knowing the value of endings,” the voice said.

Then, it was gone. The forest shimmered like rippling water, and suddenly, I was alone again. The ground beneath me had changed as well. I was no longer bone white, but instead, covered in rich brown soil and alive with sprouts that were pushing through to the surface. I looked down at where the creature had stood, and all that remained was a faint outline in the dirt that glowed for a brief heartbeat before fading away completely. I let out a long breath and realized only then how much I’d been shaking.

“Right,” I muttered to myself. “Trial of mercy. You let death do its job. Easy lesson.”

I tried to laugh, but it came out weak and cracked. There was something deeply unsettling about how quiet everything had become afterward, like the entire forest was prompting me to leave.

A sudden hum cut through the stillness, and I realized the bone token in my palm had begun to vibrate again. It was faint at first and then with more insistence. A pulse of light ran through the cracks in it, and before I could even brace myself, the ground fell away beneath me. The forest, the trees, and the soil all folded in on themselves like paper, and twisted into a vortex of white light.

When I blinked again, I was standing back in the palace’s courtyard. The sudden brightness of morning hit me like a slap, and I stumbled before I caught myself against a post. My breath was fast and uneven, and the bone token had disintegrated completely now, so all I had was a dusting of powder across my fingers. The smell of salt still lingered faintly in my nose.

“Ah! You’re back!” The king’s voice boomed in my ears before I could even take a full breath.

He was standing a few feet away with that ridiculous teapot, but also grinning maniacally.

“I was beginning to think you’d been devoured, or perhaps enlightened!” the king said in a chipper voice. “Both are respectable outcomes!”

“And neither happened,” I choked out. “I think.”

“Splendid!” he clapped. “That means you passed! Or, at least, didn’t die, which is functionally the same thing.”

Hilde was the next one to appear from the mist, though she was dragging her feet and muttering a steady string of curses under her breath. Her hair was half-singed, and there was soot on her face, but she was grinning like she’d just won the best bar fight of her life.

“Well, that was a hell of a thing,” she said, and collapsed onto one of the courtyard steps. “Had to hold the line against a storm of ash and wind. Nothin’ but my stubborn streak.”

“So you won?” I asked.

“‘Course I did,” she said and then frowned. “Eventually.”

Skarviss slithered out next, coated in damp moss and carrying what looked like a branch the size of a spear. His scales gleamed with faint emerald light, and he seemed oddly calm.

“My strength wasss tested in stillness,” he said. “Not in battle, but in patience. To lift a mountain is easy. To wait for it to move on its own is much harder.”

“That’s kind of poetic,” I responded.

“It wasss boring,” he huffed as he rolled his eyes.

Before I could respond, Caspian emerged from the mist, the last of our group. The mushroom looked pale, even for a creature whose skin was already the color of parchment, and the usual glow had dimmed to a quiet amber.

“Caspian?” I asked gently.

“I spoke with something old,” the mushroom murmured. “It showed me the roots beneath the valley and the memories in the soil. I think… I think the land remembers every wound we’ve ever given it.”

“That’s… cheerful,” Hilde muttered.

“Excellent!” The king clapped his hands in delight. “Everyone’s alive! No dismemberments, no irreversible madness, and no one turned to stone. This is easily my most successful round in years!”

“Your only round in years, father,” Anastasia reminded him.

“Details, details,” he waved her off. “What matters is progress! You’ve each passed your first test.”

He paused then, and his expression shifted from manic joy to something more serious.

“But do not be fooled by your success,” he said slowly. “These trials will remember you. Each one you complete will feed the next, and what you have learned will either save you or devour you whole.”

“That’s ominous,” I said.

“Good!” he said brightly. “It’s meant to be. Ominous keeps everything interesting!”

“Maybe to humansss,” Skarviss grumbled.

“You’ve earned a few hours to rest before the next trial begins,” the king said as he turned on his heel and gestured toward the palace gates. “I recommend food, water, and perhaps mild existential reflection. But not too much of that last one! It tends to spiral.”

“I’ll take ale instead,” Hilde groaned.

“Even better!” the king declared. “Fermented courage! Always in style. Second only to fermented cabbage…”

The princess motioned for us to follow her, and since the king had picked up his teapot and wandered away, we fell into step behind her. She led us back toward the palace, though she didn’t speak for a while, and neither did I. The morning mist was beginning to burn off to reveal streaks of gold light cutting across the city rooftops. When we finally reached the steps of the guest hall, she stopped and turned to me.

“You passed,” she said simply. “That’s something.”

“I think I did,” I said, “though, honestly, I’m not entirely sure what I passed.”

“That’s the point.” Her mouth quirked, just slightly. “The trials aren’t about proving power, they’re about revealing it. My father isn’t testing what you can do, but what you’ll choose to do when all other choices are stripped away.”

“So, how doomed are we, exactly?” I asked. “Aren’t you supposed to come along with us?

“Not at all, as long as you never stop learning.” She tilted her head and gave me a faint smile. “And I’ll be watching over you for your last trial, if that helps. Very few people have gotten this far, and as it turns out, my father didn’t realize the potential harm in sending his daughter into a potential death trap.”

“Awfully reassuring for the rest of us,” I muttered.

The rest of the morning blurred into a haze of recovery. We washed, ate, and traded brief stories about our trials, though Caspian kept getting sidetracked into tangents about ‘symbiotic memories’ and ‘emotional fungi’. By the time noon sunlight streamed into the hall, the nerves from before had dulled into a cautious calm. We’d made it through one test, and we’d be able to combine our talents for the last one, so I was hoping that would work to our benefit.

The king appeared again at sunset, right when I’d convinced myself that maybe, just maybe, we’d get the rest of the day off. The air outside had gone gold and soft, and the smell of baked bread drifted through the courtyard when the great doors swung open. The king swept in like a gust of wind in a robe that looked suspiciously like it had been stolen from a tapestry, and his eyes gleamed with that same unsettling, childlike excitement.

“Marvelous news!” he declared. “Our preparations are complete! You’ve survived the first four virtues, miraculously, I might add, so it’s time for the final test!”

“Final?” Hilde groaned from a bench. “I thought we’d get a bloody break.”

“You did,” he said brightly. “It lasted approximately six hours! Very generous of me, really.”

Anastasia, who was standing behind him, looked like she’d been dragged into this announcement against her will. Her arms were folded tightly across her chest, and her eyes narrowed as she watched the king.

“Father,” she sighed, for what seemed like the umpteenth time today. “You could at least let them have a night to recover before sending them into another trial.”

“Nonsense!” He waved her off and nearly spilled the tea he’d brought with him. “Momentum is key to enlightenment! If you rest too long, you start thinking you’ve achieved all you needed to! Growth despises comfort!”

“Okay,” I sighed. “So what’s the final trial going to involve? Please tell me it’s not going to have more glowing monsters, or talking soil, or…”

“Oh, no, no, nothing like that,” the king said with a suspicious cheer. “This one is much simpler! You see, the first four trials tested your individual virtues, what you each bring to the mountain and the world beyond. But this one tests what happens when you’re forced to depend on each other.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said and ignored the huff from Hilde and the hiss from Skarviss. “I mean, we’ve worked together already.”

“Have you?” Anastasia raised an eyebrow.

“Well,” I said as I thought about everything that had happened since I’d arrived. “We survived. That counts.”

“That’s not exactly the same thing,” she said evenly.

“Excellent!” the king clapped his hands. “You’re already disagreeing! Perfect prelude to a unity trial. Let’s hope you can argue your way through this as well as you did diplomacy!”

He gestured toward the far edge of the courtyard, where servants were busily constructing something large and circular. At first, I thought it was an arena. Then, I saw an enormous and perfectly still pool of water surrounded by a ring of mirrored glass.

“What… is that?” Caspian asked nervously.

“The Mirror of Accord,” Anastasia said quietly. “It was built long before my time. Before any of ours, even. It’s said to reveal the truth of the bond between souls. Some say it can show a person’s heart as it truly is, and others say it shows the lies they tell themselves.”

“Sounds like a good way to start a fight,” Hilde said as she squinted at the glass.

“Indeed!” the king said, clearly thrilled. “Which is why it makes such an excellent unity test.”

We gathered near the edge of the mirror pool as the sky deepened into violet. The water didn’t ripple or move at all, so it was like staring into a pane of glass. When I leaned slightly over the edge, my reflection didn’t look quite right. The others were there beside me, but the shapes were distorted and glowed faintly around the edges, like the surface was seeing something just under our skin.

“Alright,” I said slowly. “So what exactly do we have to do here? Just look in and not panic?”

“Oh, no,” the king sipped from his teacup. “You’ll be entering the reflection.”
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Chapter 9

“Excuse me?” I said.

“You’ll enter the reflection!” the king repeated. “The Mirror of Accord exists between the seen and unseen. It will take what binds you together, and what divides you, and manifest it. You will face it as one.”

“Face what, exactly?” Hilde asked cautiously.

“Yourselves,” he smiled.

“Oh,” Caspian visibly wilted. “I don’t like that at all.”

“You mean to sssay we fight shadows of ourselves?” Skarviss hissed softly as his tail flicked in agitation.

“Or something worse,” the king said, delightedly. “Depends on how honest you’ve all been with one another!”

“Fantastic,”I muttered. “Nothing brings people together like confronting the parts of themselves they hate most.”

Anastasia stepped closer to me then, and her expression was unusually serious.

“He’s not exaggerating,” she murmured. “The mirror doesn’t lie, and it doesn’t bend to willpower. You’ll have to trust one another completely, or it’ll turn against you in an instant.”

“That’s comforting,” I said weakly.

“It’s not meant to be,” she replied. “It’s meant to be revealing.”

The king set his teacup aside, suddenly solemn.

“Unity is the rarest virtue,” he said. “It cannot be demanded, only earned. If you can survive what the mirror shows you, if you can face yourselves and still stand together, then you will have done what even kings and dragons have long failed to do. And if not, well, we’ll know soon enough.”

He raised one hand. The surface of the pool shimmered and distorted like molten glass, until faint threads of light began to spiral upward from it and wrap around the courtyard in thin arcs. The air grew heavy and cold, and a strange, low sound began to hum beneath the ground. I could feel it under my boots as it thrummed in rhythm with the pulse that still faintly glowed in my chest.

“Step forward,” the king said. “All of you. The Mirror of Accord waits for no one.”

We exchanged uncertain glances. Hilde muttered something that sounded suspiciously like a prayer to the god of bad decisions. Skarviss hissed under his breath but moved first as he slid up to the edge. Caspian hesitated before following, and then Anastasia gave me one last, unreadable look.

“Do it together,” she said quietly. “That’s the only way through it.”

I nodded once and stepped forward until the water’s reflection met my boots. The others moved closer to me until our reflections bent and merged until we no longer looked like individuals. The air crackled, and the surface began to pull.

At first, the pull was gentle, like the water simply wanted us closer, or like it was breathing in and we were caught on the inhale. But then the pressure deepened and turned from a light tug to a grip, and a firm and invisible hand dragged us down. I felt my feet slip out from under me, and the ground vanished in a rush of soundless swooping. My heart lurched into my throat as the reflection shattered, not like glass, but like light breaking apart into prisms, as the world folded inward.

For a moment, there was nothing but motion and a strange, hollow quiet. I couldn’t tell if I was falling or floating, because everything looked the same, endless silver stretched in every direction. It bent and twisted like liquid mercury. It wasn’t water, exactly. It was too solid for that, yet too fluid to be ground. I tried to call out, but my voice came back in warped echoes, like someone else was repeating me a few seconds too late.

Then, suddenly, my boots struck something hard. I stumbled and caught myself against the mirror surface. The world around me had rearranged itself into a vast plain of perfectly still glass. The sky above wasn’t a sky at all, but another reflection of us. I could see Hilde, Skarviss, and Caspian, suspended upside down and impossibly distant, moving a few seconds out of sync. Every breath and every tilt of a head lagged behind.

“This is already unsettling,” Hilde muttered.

Caspian crouched down beside the mirrored ground and pressed one pale hand to the surface.

“It’s alive,” the mushroom whispered. “Not truly solid, more like a network. It’s… reflecting our thoughts?”

“That’s great,” I muttered. “Our minds are in the public domain now. Nothing horrifying about that.”

“Ssssomething is watching us.” Skarviss tilted his head and flicked his tongue. “Not from above. From within.”

The air rippled again before anyone could answer Skarviss. The reflections beneath our feet shifted, and the mirrored sky overhead shimmered as if struck by a tremor. I felt something crawl through the air, invisible but cold, and then, faintly, the sound of laughter began to echo all around us. It sounded almost like our own laughter, but it was out of sync, like it had been warped into dissonance.

“That’s… that’s not pleasant,” Hilde said, her voice unnaturally loud against the echo.

Before we could gather ourselves, the surface of the mirror cracked open in thin, branching lines. They glowed with a faint golden light that pulsed in rhythm with our heartbeats, and from each crack, something began to rise.

The shapes were vaguely humanoid at first, but they solidified into us. Or versions of us, though they were more like strange reflections rather than exact copies. They were warped like old photographs with details shifted just slightly wrong.

My reflection had the same face as me, but its eyes glowed faintly white, and when it smiled, I realized it didn’t blink. Hilde’s reflection was taller, with glowing cracks running down her skin. Caspian’s version was nearly translucent, and its glow was so bright it was almost blinding, while Skarviss’ reflection had much duller and darker scales, and narrow slits for eyes.

Each one stared at us for a long, awful moment. Then, they began to move.

“Alright,” I muttered under my breath. “It’s us, but creepy. Classic horror movie nonsense. Anyone got ideas before they kill us?”

“Horror movie?” Skarviss responded.

“Depends,” Hilde interrupted grimly. “Do they bleed?”

The reflections spread out evenly and circled us like wolves testing the perimeter of a campfire. The mirrored ground beneath their feet rippled as they stepped, and the distortions followed them like oily shadows.

Caspian whispered something under his breath, but none of us expected Caspian’s reflection to speak back.

“Do you even know what you are?” it asked, its voice a perfect copy but drained of any emotion.

“I… what?” Caspian stammered.

“You pretend to understand growth, but you cling only to what you know,” it said.

Caspian staggered backward as his glow dimmed to a nervous tremor. I could see the reflection’s words had found their mark.

“Don’t listen to it!” I shouted. “It’s just--”

“A liar?” The reflection of me cut me off mid-sentence. “A pretender?”

“Excuse me?” I responded, but I could feel my stomach drop.

“You walk through this new world imagining your logic will protect you, and your cleverness makes you different. But it’s all just fear, isn’t it?” My reflection smiled, an awful and knowing curl of my own mouth. “You’re afraid of what this world will do to you, and afraid of going back to your own world, because you know it has no place for you.”

My throat went dry as I opened my mouth to speak. But the words caught and turned to ash on my tongue.

I took an instinctive step back from my reflection, but there wasn’t anywhere to go, just the endless plane of mirrored glass that stretched in every direction. Every motion I made was copied just a few seconds too late, and the air felt dense, thick enough that even breathing in took effort. My reflection’s voice was quiet now, but it carried a whisper that wrapped around my thoughts.

“Admit it,” it said. “You’re only here because you like to be something useful. Something important.”

The others weren’t doing much better. Hilde’s reflection loomed over her, taller by a full head, and its expression was hard and unforgiving.

“You fail people,” it said flatly. “Every time, you swear it won’t happen again. But you’d rather carry the guilt than let anyone else fail beside you.”

“Shut your mouth,” Hilde growled, as her hands curled into fists. “You don’t get to talk to me like that!”

“I am you,” her reflection said.

Skarviss was crouched low as he hissed softly and his tail twitched, though there was no threat he could meet with force. His reflection didn’t move at all as it watched, still and reptilian, through eyes that were thin slits of light that never blinked.

“You think that your patience makes you wise,” the lizardfolk’s image said. “But it’s cowardice. You wait because you’re afraid of acting. You sssseek control because you don’t trust yourssself without it.”

“That’s…” Skarviss froze as his tongue flicked once. “That’s not true.”

“Yessss,” it hissed, “it iss.”

Caspian’s reflection had taken a step closer too, though it actually glided forward, smoothly and soundlessly, until the tips of their glowing fingers almost brushed together.

“You cannot grow anything without decay,” the reflection murmured. “But you keep trying to be pure. You say you love all things, but you can’t even love yourself.”

“It’s not true, it’s not true!” Caspian’s light dimmed as he shook his head.

“Stop it!” I snapped, and my voice cut through the whispers. “Whatever this is, it’s trying to break us apart!”

“That’s the point,” my reflection turned its head toward me. “Unity can’t survive on lies.”

Then, all of the reflections moved at once. They didn’t attack in the expected sense, with fists and strikes, but the ground under our feet began to move and reshape itself into waves that knocked us apart. The air shuddered and rippled like heat off stone.

Hilde gasped as the surface beneath her became a mineshaft that was dimly lit and filled with smoke. I could hear faint screams that echoed from somewhere far below.

“No,” she whispered as she stumbled back. “Not this again.”

Caspian had sunk to his knees, surrounded by hundreds of overlapping reflections that whispered things too quiet to make out. Each one pulsed faintly as they whispered to the mushroom.

Skarviss’ part of the mirror rippled with shifting shadows until it was just endless pairs of eyes all watching him.

I looked down, and the mirror beneath me began to change, too. My reflection was gone, and instead, I was looking into a world that wasn’t this one at all. I could see a place filled with wires, concrete, and a landscape that hurt my chest to see. It was my world, the one I’d left behind, and my reflection was sitting at a desk. It was the same one I used to sit at every night, and I could see my pale face in the screen light. My eyes were dull and tired, and though the version of me there wasn’t afraid or angry, he was empty.

“I left that behind,” I said calmly to the image.

The reflection of my old world didn’t answer, but I could hear my own voice somewhere beneath it, distant and small.

“That doesn’t give back the years you wasted,” it said.

The ground rippled again, and all at once, our worlds collided. Hilde’s smoke filled the air, Caspian’s glow cut through in fractured flashes, and Skarviss’ shadows spread across everything. We were losing the boundaries between our respective nightmares, and somehow, that was making everything worse.

I tried to move toward the other three, but each step took an excessive effort, like I was walking through deep mud. The air around us was thick with sound, whispers, and laughter.

“Hilde!” I called.

“It’s not real,” she growled as she turned to me. “It’s not real. It can’t be real.”

“Then stop looking at it!” I shouted. “Look at us!”

Her reflection had taken hold of her arm, though I hadn’t seen it move. Instead of being solid, it was now just a shimmering outline wrapped around her as it whispered into her ear.

“You can’t save anyone,” it said. “You couldn’t save anyone then, and you won’t save them now.”

“Shut up!” Hilde shouted as her face twisted with grief and rage.

For a second, I thought she might actually break free of whatever was happening to her, but the mirrored world only deepened around her and pulled her further into that old memory.

Caspian’s reflections had started to merge into one another, until their glowing forms collapsed inward into a single blinding figure, made of pure light. It opened its mouth, and a thousand overlapping voices spilled out.

“We are what you fear most,” it said. “Your own body.”

Meanwhile, Skarviss was breathing heavily, and his claws pressed into the glass. His reflection was right behind him now, and whispered something I couldn’t hear, but I imagined it was trying to break him.

The ground beneath us pulsed again with one steady and heavy heartbeat that seemed to come from below the mirror, as if something vast and unseen was buried under it. The shock of it sent a tremor through my legs as the air shimmered.

Each of our reflections began to split and multiply into dozens of fragments, which quickly became hundreds of faint overlapping outlines. Every word they spoke was layered and echoed, until it became a constant hum, like a chorus of our own insecurities turned into sound.

“This isn’t real,” I said under my breath, but the words felt hollow even to myself.

“Isn’t it?” my reflection tilted its head. “How much of you ever was?”

My eyes widened. I could see Hilde shouting behind me, and her boots pounded against the glass as she stumbled forward through a corridor of smoke and flickering orange light. I saw her reach toward a hand vanishing into the haze, but the sound of breaking stone followed right after.

“Hilde!” I tried again.

She didn’t hear me. The mineshaft around her rippled, cracked, and swallowed her up to her knees. I caught a glimpse of something that wasn’t the mirror but a boy’s hand, small and dirty, reaching up for hers.

Hilde froze, and her breath came out in short, panicked bursts as her eyes locked on the boy’s hand reaching from the smoke. For an agonizing second, her expression softened as she trembled between disbelief and desperate hope.

“No,” she whispered. “Ye can’t be here.”

The hand twitched, and the smoke parted just enough to show the faint outline of a face that was too pale and too still. His lips moved and formed a word that the mirror swallowed up before it could reach me.

“No, no!” Hilde’s shoulders buckled. “Yer dead. I buried ye!”

I lunged forward, half-blinded through the haze, and grabbed Hilde’s shoulder.

“Hilde, listen to me!” I yelled. “That’s not whoever you think it is!”

Her reflection stepped beside her again, and the glowing cracks snaked brighter along its arms.

“You didn’t bury him,” it spat. “You left him! You told yourself there was nothing you could do, and you left him!”

“Help me.” The boy’s hand reached again, but more slowly this time.

“Snap out of it, Hilde!” I shouted. “That’s what the mirror wants you to see! It’s doing it to all of us!”

She turned toward me, and anger and grief were apparent in the tight lines of her face. She stared at me for a second, while the reflection’s whisperings coiled like smoke around her ears. Then, with a raw growl that sounded animalistic, she turned and swung her arm straight through the boy’s outstretched hand. The image shattered into shards of light that scattered across the mirrored floor before it faded completely. Her reflection flickered, and the cracks dimmed.

“You deny him,” it hissed.

“I accept him,” she spat. “He’s gone. But I’m still here.”

The reflection stumbled backward, and its body split into ribbons of smoke that melted into the glass.

“Hilde!” I said and tightened my grip as the floor beneath us steadied. “Good! Hold on to that!”

“Right, okay.” She nodded shakily and wiped at her forehead with the back of her hand. “One down, a lot more to go?”

But Caspian was far worse off. The light surrounding the mushroom had grown so bright it burned against my eyes, and his body was half-submerged in the mirror as if the surface was swallowing him whole.

“Caspian!” I shouted.

The glowing replica stood over the real one, with one hand pressed to Caspian’s chest. Their features were almost unreadable through the light.

“This is what you wanted,” the image said. “To become everything. To never be alone again.”

“Not like this,” Caspian protested weakly.

“Then you don’t really want unity,” the reflection said. “You want control.”

I slid across the glass and grabbed Caspian’s arm. The surface rippled around my hand, hot as metal.

“Come on! You’re with us, remember?” I said. “You don’t need to lose yourself for the sake of unity!”

“You…” The reflection’s head snapped toward me, and light streamed from its eyes. “You don’t understand us.”

“Maybe not,” I said and gritted my teeth. “But Caspian understands us.”

Caspian gasped, and his faint glow pulsed in rhythm with my words, until the reflection’s light began to flicker. The mirror image faltered and finally shattered in a burst of white so bright I had to shield my face. When the glare faded, Caspian was kneeling on the floor, and though he was breathing hard, he was alive.

“I don’t understand you all that much,” Caspian said as he looked up at me.

“Not the point,” I responded with a soft smile.

I gave the mushroom a quick squeeze on the shoulder, and then I turned my attention to Skarviss, who was still trapped in the dark. The shadows around him rippled like liquid tar, and it was filled with eyes that blinked in a slow, uneven rhythm. His reflection’s voice slithered through the blackness.

“They do not need you,” it hissed. “You are cold, ssslow, distant. You will die alone, reptile.”

“Maybe,” Skarviss’ voice came back, tight and low. “But at least I’ll know exactly who I am.”

“You believe that?” The reflection frowned.

“I know that,” he said, and with a low hiss, he drove both claws into the mirrored floor.

The shadows shuddered and split apart as the reflection hissed and dissolved into the glass beneath his feet. Skarviss stood there for a long moment as his shoulders rose and fell.

“It isss done,” he said as he turned to face the rest of us.

For a moment, nobody said anything as the quiet pressed against us from all sides. The mirrored world around us seemed to settle as the flickering lights and voices faded.

“Did we…” the mushroom whispered. “Did we actually win?”

“Great,” Hilde laughed heartily. “Survived our own heads. Feels like that should’ve been the hardest one.”

“It ssshould have been,” Skarviss said quietly as he scanned the horizon. “But… the mirror has not released us yet.”

He was right. The ground still pulsed faintly underfoot in a slow, steady rhythm. The mirrored surface wasn’t as solid as it had been, and it quivered faintly, like something was breathing beneath the glass.

“I think something’s watching us,” Caspian murmured.

I looked down, and for a moment, I thought I saw my reflection again. But it wasn’t a reflection, but a faint, flickering shadow that didn’t even pretend to mimic my movements this time. It was pacing and waiting.

“Something’s wrong,” I said. “It’s not done.”

The air rippled, and the ground quaked beneath our feet. Cracks spiderwebbed out from the center of the mirrored plain until it glowed with the same golden light as before. But this time, there was a low, pulsing sound coming from below that wasn’t a hum or voice.

It was a heartbeat.

“Is it alive?” Caspian frowned.

The fissures widened, and light bled through the cracks, but it wasn’t pure gold now. Instead, it was a sickly, shifting hue that was sometimes green and sometimes violet, like oil catching flame.

“Doesn’t look like we beat it yet,” Hilde said slowly.

The glass around us began to rise and fold inward, and then it bent inward like the surface of a wave. We stumbled back as the floor became the wall, and the reflection of the mirrored sky above us started to descend and close in like a curved dome.

The mirror was folding in on itself.

I noticed the world was starting to tilt in a quiet and nauseating shift as the horizon seemed to lose its sense of direction. The mirrored dome sealed tighter, and the edges curled inward like a glass flower closing in on us. Every reflection that we cast was now caught in the curved walls, so it replayed to infinity and trapped us inside a kaleidoscope of our own faces. My skin prickled as my reflection tilted its head independently from me and then smiled just slightly.

“We did the thing,“ I muttered. “We passed the trial, didn’t we? We faced our reflections, accepted our flaws, all that spiritual nonsense. So why is it still doing this?”

No one had an answer, not even Caspian, who usually had something vaguely poetic to fill in the gaps. Their glow, faint and tired, reflected endlessly in the mirrored chamber, and created the illusion that hundreds of them surrounded us. They were small lights that pulsed unevenly in the dark. Hilde was the only one still moving and pacing, and her boots scraped against the glass.

“I don’t like this,” the dwarf muttered. “Every one of these damn trials so far has had an end to it, or at least, something that told us we’d finished. Now we’re just trapped in a goddamned coffin.”

I tried to steady my breathing, and I watched as my own reflection copied the rhythm half a beat too late.

“It’s like it’s waiting for something,” I said. “And I don’t think we want to know what.”

A low vibration rolled through the mirrored world, deep enough that I felt it in my ribs. The cracks along the dome glowed brighter and spread like veins through the surface and outward until every direction was alive with a moving light. Caspian gasped softly and backed up toward me as his hand instinctively found my sleeve.

“It’s growing,” the mushroom whispered. “The mirror’s reacting to us.”

I looked up, and for a moment, I thought I saw something on the other side of the dome, a figure in the reflection that didn’t belong to any of us. The outline was fluid, more of a suggestion than a shape, but it was there, and it pressed closer from behind the glass.

“No,” I said as I watched. “I think it’s reacting to itself.”

The light built to a near-blinding intensity, and then everything snapped at once. The mirrored floor cracked open with a sharp, crystalline sound, and something thick and gleaming began to rise from the fractures. Its form was sloppy, like it couldn’t quite decide what to do with itself.

“Move!” I shouted and grabbed Caspian’s arm as the thing spilled upward in a wave.

Hilde dove out of the way, and Skarviss slithered back just in time as the reflective substance surged toward the ceiling and clung there. The dome pulsed once, and all the light in it turned inward. The sound that followed was a voice, not quite ours, but made from parts of ours.

“We are unity,” it said.

The words weren’t loud, but they were total, and spoken in a way that existed outside of my head and inside it at the same time. The mass hanging from the ceiling twisted as it sprouted arms and faces. I saw myself in one of the faces, just barely, and reflected in every smooth curve of its body. When it blinked, I blinked, too.

Caspian stepped back and shook his head, and his glow pulsed erratically like a heartbeat under strain.

“No,” the mushroom whispered. “That’s not unity. That’s consumption.”

The creature, or reflection, or whatever it was, turned toward them.

“Unity is surrender,” it said calmly as if explaining something to a child. “Complete and utter surrender to the whole. You have already shown me who you are. Now I will make you one.”

It moved then, not by walking, but by folding. The surface of its form bent in on itself as it collapsed and expanded in impossible geometry, and it crossed the space between us in seconds. The mirrored floor stretched under its weight like water under stone that rippled outward as the dome quivered above. Hilde grabbed Caspian and hauled the mushroom backward.

“No, no, no! Absolutely not!” she barked, her voice harsh with panic. “I’ve had enough of talkin’ mirrors and nightmares! We’re not doin’ this again!”

The creature didn’t even bother to look her way. Its attention was now fixed instead on Skarviss, who had frozen entirely.

“You value control,” it hissed in his voice. “Then control thisss.”

The floor erupted beneath him as shadows poured upward in liquid ribbons to wind around his arms and chest and drag him toward the reflection’s center. I lunged instinctively and caught his wrist before he vanished completely. His scales were freezing cold, and his muscles were as tight as coiled steel.

“Pull!” I shouted to Hilde, who immediately ran to my side.

Together, we braced and tugged, while the mirror beneath us groaned in protest. I felt my arms burn with strain, but I refused to let go.

“I’ve got him!” Hilde grunted as she leaned back.

The light shifted again, and I saw my reflection in the surface below, except I was gripping nothing but air. A horrible thought hit me.

Maybe we weren’t pulling him at all.

Skarviss’ reflection appeared beneath the surface and stared straight up at us. Only it wasn’t his reflection, but the reflection of that creature. His eyes were pale white, and his mouth was open in a silent hiss.

“You think unity is strength,” it whispered. “But you only hold each other because you are afraid to stand alone.”

The words vibrated through the glass and into my bones. For a second, I could see the truth of it. I wasn’t special, after all, and I definitely didn’t have the means to fight against something like this. If I let go, I’d be free, with no pressure to save anyone but myself.

Before I was able to do anything else, whether give up or fight back, I heard a voice ring through my mind.

“Hey!” a woman shouted. “Snap out of it!”

My eyes widened, and my head darted around to find the source of the voice. When I couldn’t find anything, I assumed I’d just imagined it.

“It’s not your imagination,” the voice insisted. “Come on, focus!”

The voice was oddly familiar.

My breath caught in my throat. I knew the sound didn’t belong here, because it didn’t bounce endlessly off the mirrored walls. I blinked hard and turned in a full circle as I tried to spot the source, but all I could see were infinite copies of my own terrified face. The others were still too focused on keeping themselves from being dragged into the gleaming mirrors to have heard it, but I was sure it was there.

“Listen to me,” the voice ordered. “You can hear me because you’re still tethered to the outside. You haven’t been swallowed up yet.”

My heart jolted.

“Anastasia?” I croaked, unsure if she could even hear me in return.

A flicker of gold appeared in the mirrored ceiling, faint and hazy, but I could see the outline of a figure just beyond the reflective barrier. Her shape was blurred at the edges, but I recognized the regal posture and the calm set of her shoulders.

“Good,” she replied. “You’re listening. Now focus.”

The air around me seemed to thicken, and for a moment, it felt like she was there next to me. A thread tightened around my chest, like an anchor to something real.

“Your reflection,” Anastasia urged. “It’s not separate from you. It’s a projection of imbalance. The mirror can’t create monsters. It just magnifies what already exists. You can’t fight it by force.”

“You’re telling me not to fight back?” I whispered, and I felt the air respond as a ripple of acknowledgement moved across the mirrored floor.

“I’m telling you to understand it,” she said. “Find the place where what you hate becomes what you need. That’s how you beat it.”

I stared at my reflection, which still flickered beneath the surface. My reflection smirked back, like it could hear every word we were exchanging.

The others were still caught in the storm. Hilde braced herself against the pull of the reflective current, but her muscles were shaking. Caspian knelt nearby, palms pressed flat against the mirror’s surface, while he muttered under his breath. The mirrored dome groaned, and I clenched my jaw as my pulse hammered behind my eyes.

“Find what I need,” I repeated under my breath. “Easier said than done, Anastasia.”

“Then stop looking for what’s easy,” she snapped. “You think because you’re a little clever, because you can rationalize what’s happening, that you can outthink it? It doesn’t matter how much you know. This isn’t about thought, it’s about truth.”

“Truth?” I barked. “I’m in a collapsing nightmare, and you want me to philosophize my way out?”

“You can’t logic your way out of this, and you know it!” she responded.

The mirrored creature shifted again and lowered itself closer until its surface hovered just above us. Its countless faces rippled and merged to form one vast and shifting visage that leaned down toward me as it spoke with all our voices at once.

“You fear truth because truth dissolves the version of you that you know best,” it said.

“You’ve seen yourself already,” Anastasia countered. “You are a man. You are also the dragon.  But you can’t belong anywhere until you understand both halves.”

I felt something twist painfully behind my sternum. A memory, maybe.

“I’m not that person anymore,” I said. “The one who sat alone and pretended not to care. That’s not me.”

The mirror rippled, and my reflection smiled with a sad familiarity.

“Then prove it,” Anastasia whispered.
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Chapter 10

The creature lunged before I could react, and its body folded inward again. Its limbs became ribbons of glass as it landed, and it struck the ground with a thunderous boom that sent a shockwave through the dome. Hilde was thrown off her feet, Caspian’s glow flickered violently, and the thing that we had assumed was Skarviss was absorbed into the ground, but the real Skarviss was nowhere to be seen. I staggered backward and nearly fell into a crack that had opened under me. The air itself vibrated, and every inch of the space was alive with movement.

“Don’t resist it, redirect it!” Anastasia shouted. “Turn its pull toward what binds you together, not what will break you!”

The moment Anastasia’s words reached me, the world convulsed. The mirrored dome above cracked like thunder as veins of light fractured in every direction, and then the air around us started to bend inward. I tried to brace myself, but there was no stable ground left to trust as every step sent ripples through the floor. The reflection creature towered over us, and its faces shifted faster now as its form splintered between us and something larger.

Its limbs flexed and glimmered with a light sharp enough to cut through diamond. Beside me, Hilde shouted something I couldn’t make out as her voice was distorted by the echoes. I could only catch fragments of words, like move, run, go. Caspian’s glow flickered wildly and painted the mirrored surface with violent bursts of light.

The creature’s many voices rose to match ours, and it harmonized in a mocking tone that repeated our every word in slow, warped tones.

My reflection mirrored my panic, and I hated how real it looked. I tried to ignore the wide eyes, clenched jaw, and shallow breath, and for a moment, I thought about shattering the glass. But Anastasia’s words echoed inside me, and I knew she was right. I had to redirect it.

I dropped to my knees and pressed my hand flat against the glass. It was warm now, and beneath the reflection of my palm, faint images moved. I could see Hilde’s mine shaft, Caspian’s blinding light, Skarviss’ endless shadow, and my own dull office cubicle.

The mirror wasn’t showing us different worlds anymore, but merging and stitching them together into one landscape made of all of our fears. I could feel each of them in it as pieces of memory and emotion blurred into a single pulse that beat in sync with mine.

I realized what Anastasia had meant. The mirror wasn’t just a test, it was a trial. It demanded that we stop pretending and present ourselves fully and honestly.

“Hilde!” I shouted and turned my head toward her.

She was dragging herself upright, though soot was streaked across her face, and her breathing was hard. Her eyes locked with mine, wide and furious, but there was something else there too, like a spark of understanding. Caspian crawled toward us as well as light trembled from his shoulders like candle flame.

I looked up toward the ceiling, where Anastasia’s golden outline still flickered weakly. She seemed to be on her knees above the mirror now, hands pressed against the surface, her head bowed. I could feel the effort it cost her to hold her connection steady.

“Save the lizard first,” she said. “You’ll need all the hands you can get to make sure you get out alive.”

The surface of the mirror quivered under us, and I could almost feel Skarviss’ presence somewhere beneath it, alive but buried. My reflection stared back up at me through the sheen, its eyes no longer frightened but almost pitying, like it knew exactly what I would do next and that it wouldn’t work. The cracks around me glowed faintly.

I hesitated for only a heartbeat, and then I pressed my other hand down beside the first and let the warmth of my skin sink into the trembling surface.

“Hold on,” I muttered, though I had no idea if the lizard could hear me.

The mirror pulsed once, and I felt something shift inside it. The image beneath my hands changed, and the silver hue deepened into black until it swallowed my reflection entirely. I saw movement stir in the darkness below, a faint and serpentine outline that twisted through the depths of the mirror.

I closed my eyes for a second and reached out not just with my body but with my mind as I tried to find the thread that connected us. Anastasia had said to redirect the energy of the mirror, which meant I had to let the current flow where it wanted, not fight against it. The thought terrified me, but so did the idea of leaving Skarviss trapped in the all-consuming darkness.

When I opened my eyes again, the mirror was no longer smooth. The surface had risen to form rings that widened outward from where my hands pressed down, and to my surprise, Caspian was beside me now. The warmth intensified and spread through my arms to my chest, until I could feel my heartbeat sync with theirs.

Hilde knelt on my other side as she muttered something under her breath. Together, we leaned into the pulse of the glass, and our combined weight forced the rippling surface to still for a moment.

Then, the darkness shattered as a streak of silver burst upward and splattered across the mirrored floor. Skarviss erupted from the reflection as his scales caught the strange light in shards of color. He hit the ground hard, and his claws scraped against the stone. The tendrils of shadows that had wrapped around him tried to follow, but the moment his tail cleared the surface, the mirror sealed shut behind him with a violent hiss.

Everyone held their breaths as we waited for Skarviss to react. His breathing was ragged, and each exhale rattled like stone, but he seemed alive. After a few moments, he raised his head slowly, and his eyes narrowed in disbelief.

“Next time,” he rasped. “I will not assume I can handle the talking mirror on my own.”

“You’re welcome,” Hilde snorted as she pushed herself to her feet.

The mirror dome above us was still moving, though, so clearly this wasn’t over. Whatever we’d done to pull Skarviss free seemed to make the world more unstable, which couldn’t be good.

“You’re not finished,” Anastasia warned. “You’ve managed to get him out, but the mirror’s going to be hungry.”

The words sent a chill crawling up my spine. The creature was quiet, and though its mass of reflections had faded, they were still there, which meant it was still there.

“It’s colder,” Caspian noted as he shivered.

Once again, the mirrored ground vibrated, and each tremor aligned with my heartbeat, faster and faster, until the lines between us and the world began to blur. The creature’s voice came from everywhere at once, not a whisper or a scream but something far more intimate.

“You can take back what’s yours,” it said. “But you can’t take back what you’ve given up.”

Its tone was gentle, almost tender, and I hated it for that. I looked down and saw faint shadows coiling around my fingers again, delicate as smoke, that pulled me subtly toward the glass.

“It looks like it learned from before,” Caspian whispered. “It won’t drag us in this time. Maybe it wants to convince us to go… willingly?”

“A seduction,” I agreed.

I could feel the edges of its voice already sinking under my skin and threading through thoughts like ivy through cracks of stone. I pressed my palms to my temples and tried to remember what Anastasia had said about the truth. What did it mean to redirect something that could see straight through you? The creature’s form shimmered faintly against the mirrored dome as it refolded itself like origami.

“You want to belong,” it murmured. “You want to matter. You could, if you let me finish what you started.”

Hilde threw a loose chunk of glass at it. The shard struck the dome and disintegrated into dust before it even made contact.

“Enough of yer talkin’!” she yelled. “Ye don’t get to tell us what we want!”

But her voice shook slightly at the end, and I saw her hand tremble as she reached for her side. The mirror seemed to be whispering to her too, in a voice only she could hear. I wondered if the creature was trying to ply her with love, guilt, or some other emotion.

“Don’t let it in!” Anastasia warned. “It can’t keep its shape if you don’t give it one! Remember who you are to each other!”

The sound of her urgency snapped something awake in me. I turned to the others and forced myself to speak through the pressure building in the air.

“Caspian,” I said. “You keep everyone grounded. You look at everything as connected, and that reminds us to do the same.”

Caspian blinked, startled, but nodded once in acknowledgement.

“You’re the one who fights first and holds us down, even when you shouldn’t,” I said as I turned to Hilde. “You’re the reason we’re still standing.”

Her mouth twitched in a grim smile as she took a steadying breath.

“And Skarviss,” I murmured. “You’re the one who sees everything before the rest of us do, though you always share what you uncover. You’re the best teacher I could have asked for when I landed here.”

The moment I said the last word, the mirror screamed. The reflection creature convulsed, and its many faces warped into a single blurred shape before it shattered into streaks of silver that bled across the dome.

“That’s it!” Anastasia encouraged. “When you describe your impact on each other, the mirror can’t absorb that!”

The golden light from above flared brighter and cracked through the mirrored sky like lightning. For a brief instant, I could see Anastasia kneeling on the surface of the pool with her hands pressed flat, while her hair whipped in the rising wind. The courtyard behind her was in chaos as trees bent toward the water as if pulled by a nonexistent current. Her face was pale, but her eyes burned with an emerald green.

“I can only hold the link for a little longer,” she warned. “If you don’t end it now, the pond will take me, too.”

I turned back to the others as the panic in my chest twisted into resolve. The dome around us was cracking faster now, and pieces of it peeled away to reveal flashes of blue sky through the fissures. The creature’s voice had turned desperate and shrill, and the overlapping echoes began to break apart.

“We are one!” it howled. “We are everything!”

But I could see the truth of it now. It wasn’t a god, a demon, or even some real, thinking thing. It was a mirror. Hungry, reactive, and powerful, sure, but ultimately hollow. It could only ever become what we let it. I stood taller and forced my shaking hands against the glass again, and I ignored the pain as heat surged through my palms.

“Then you’re nothing without us,” I replied calmly.

The light from beneath exploded outward and filled the dome with gold as the world tore itself apart.

We were thrown backward, and our bodies were lifted and scattered as the mirror collapsed inward in a storm of light and sound. The creature’s scream turned to static before it vanished. When the brightness finally faded, I realized I was lying on solid stone again.

My lungs burned as I gasped for air that didn’t hum with reflection. I heard Hilde cough weakly and Caspian groan, and a moment later, I heard Skarviss make a shuddering hiss. We were back in the courtyard and drenched in the soft light of the sun.

Then, Hilde laughed, and I grinned in response.

“That,” she said between breaths, “was bloody awful.”

Caspian gave a weary chuckle that dissolved into a sigh.

The stone was starting to bite into my back, so I sat up slowly. The world spun for a moment, but once my brain stopped buzzing, I looked toward the pool.

The water was calm again, though faint golden ripples still pulsed from its center. Anastasia was still near the edge of the water, though she was looking down, so I couldn’t see her face. When she finally looked up, her gaze lingered on me before she acknowledged the others.

“You faced yourselves,” she said. “And survived.”

“Well, of course they survived!” the king declared. “You were never in any real danger, of course. Well, physical danger.”

“What?” I frowned. “It felt pretty physical to us.”

The rest of my party murmured and nodded in agreement.

“It existed within your own minds,” the king explained. “The real risk was you losing your marbles, but here you stand, marbles intact!”

The king’s lazy laughter rolled across the courtyard, bright and unbothered, and utterly at odds with the raw exhaustion that clung to the rest of us. I could almost still feel the hum of the mirror deep under my skin, like a faint echo of what we’d just gone through. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a second, but the sunlight felt warm and steady, so I was mostly sure we were back.

Hilde muttered something rude under her breath about royal theatrics, and Caspian pressed a glowing hand over his chest as if to make sure he was still breathing. Even Skarviss, who normally stood with the posture of a stone soldier, sagged where he crouched, and his tail flicked listlessly.

The king seemed oblivious to the fact that we were all about five breaths from collapsing. He clapped his hands together with the brisk satisfaction of someone concluding a casual afternoon tea.

“Well done, heroes!” he cheered. “You’ve completed the trials. Every last one! How exciting!”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or throw something at him. The adrenaline that had carried me through the mirror was ebbing fast, which left only the throbbing ache of overexertion behind. Hilde groaned as she stretched, and the sound echoed around the stone courtyard.

“Aye, we did yer bloody trials,” she said. “And nearly lost our skins doin’ it. I hope to all that’s holy yer satisfied.”

The king gave her a cheerful nod, apparently unfazed by her attitude.

“Satisfied? Oh, certainly!” he declared. “You’ve accomplished what few ever could. Your unity, your spirit, and your general refusal to die under spectacular pressure… Admirable qualities, all. I think we can say you’ve successfully met my terms, and thus the crown’s requirements are fulfilled. The tributes will continue, as promised.”

That caught my attention finally. I blinked and dragged myself upright with some effort.

The mention of the farm tributes, the entire reason we’d agreed to these absurd tests in the first place, had cut through my fatigue like a spark through fog. Caspian lifted his head at the same moment I did, and the mushroom’s eyes flicked toward me with a shared, unspoken thought.

“So,” I said slowly. “You’ll keep sending the food shipments to the mountain?”

The king raised an eyebrow, feigning surprise as if he hadn’t expected me to ask.

“But of course!” he said. “I am a monarch of my word, after all. The fields will send their bounty as they have before, and in good measures.”

I exchanged glances with my companions. Relief softened their expressions, but something about the king’s easy tone put me off. This was all too simple and too neat.

“That’s good,” I said cautiously. “But the world’s changing faster than these old bargains can keep up with. If we keep things as they are, someone else will come along one day… maybe someone who doesn’t hold to your sense of fairness… and they’ll demand more from your people than you can give.”

The king’s smile flickered, and the faintest crack in his polished demeanor appeared. Hilde tilted her head at me, clearly intrigued, and Skarviss’ tail gave an approving twitch.

“You sound like you have something in mind,” the king said.

“I do,” I responded. “We’ve been through these trials together, which as you said, was all about unity. So why not make something better than another cycle of obligation and suffering? The sporefolk have their own way of enriching soil, and they could brew something that would make your trade routes flourish, literally and economically. The goblins can offer help setting up traps, defenses, and other machinery that could protect your farms and villages.”

“Hmmm,” the king murmured.

“If we formalize this exchange, everyone gains,” I explained. “Your kingdom gets security and variety, and we get a steady, guaranteed food supply that doesn’t depend on random whims.”

The king blinked at me as his cloak fluttered faintly in a breeze that no one else could feel. He looked for once like a man caught off guard, not because the idea offended him, but because it potentially had never occurred to him to think beyond any of the old arrangements, despite his earlier claim.

“A cooperative exchange?” he said. “Between such spirited communities?”

“Yes,” I nearly chuckled. “Call it a precedent! A better one than before.”

The courtyard was so quiet, only the soft lap of water against the pool’s edge could be heard. Caspian’s glow pulsed faintly beside me, a subtle and hopeful rhythm, while Anastasia, who was standing a few paces behind the king, looked from him to me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

Even though she was paler than usual, she was still radiant. Her exhaustion was carefully cloaked beneath an effortless composure, and then, to my surprise, her lips curved into the faintest smile.

“It would be wise,” she said softly to her father. “It turns our kingdom’s strength into connection instead of isolation. That’s what the trials were meant to test, wasn’t it?”

The king’s expression softened at his daughter’s words, though he hid it quickly behind a practiced chuckle.

“You do make a fair argument, my dear,” he said and turned back to me. “And you, strange traveler, seem rather determined to rewrite old traditions.”

He tapped a jeweled finger against his chin thoughtfully.

“But perhaps that’s what this age needs,” he hummed. “Cooperation instead of conquest. Unity instead of fear.”

Relief spread through me in a slow wave as Hilde whooped and clapped Caspian on the shoulder hard enough to make the mushroom stumble.

The sound of laughter carried through the courtyard, bright and victorious, and for once, it didn’t feel out of place. The tension that had haunted every step of this journey finally began to unwind as it was replaced with something far steadier.

Hope.

I let out a long, shaky breath, and for the first time since this all began, I didn’t feel like I was standing in someone else’s story. I was standing in mine.

The king was still talking, and his voice filled the space with elaborate promises and flowery declarations, but I barely heard him. My mind was focused on all of the creatures in the mountain that would no longer go hungry, the goblins who’d have work to occupy themselves, and the respect we’d earned instead of suspicion. The scales all felt properly balanced now.

“We did it,” Caspian murmured. “We actually did it.”

“Aye,” Hilde agreed. “We didn’t just survive something, we fixed the whole damn system.”

Skarviss flicked his tail, and his head dipped low in what might have been quiet approval.

“Stability over fear and obligation,” he repeated softly. “That is a foundation truly worth defending.”

I couldn’t help smiling at them all. Besides our obvious victory, they had also become something far greater than allies somewhere along the way. We were at least friends, but maybe something even closer than that.

When I turned back toward the king, I saw him studying me with something different in his expression. It looked like curiosity, and some amount of respect. He nodded once, sharply, as if sealing a private agreement.

“Very well,” the king announced. “These accords shall be signed in the morning. I will have scribes prepare the documents tonight. You have my word that your people will receive a regular supply of food, and more besides. The harvests have been generous this season, and generosity begets prosperity. And, it seems, my champions, that you have earned both.”

As the excitement eased into a quieter celebration, the courtyard shifted from a place of trial to one of peace. The servants began to set up tables, and trays of fruit and bread, pitchers of sweet wine, and jugs of deep amber ale appeared. The smell of it all, warm and faintly spicy, wrapped around us tightly. I sank onto one of the low benches beside the pool, and though every muscle in my body protested, I’d never felt so alive with satisfaction.

Anastasia took her spot at her father’s side as he ordered the servants around. When our eyes met for a moment, she smiled faintly and inclined her head.

I hesitated for a moment, and then I stood up and crossed the courtyard toward her. It wasn’t easy, since I had to weave past servants and plates piled high with food while I was still unsteady.

“That was impressive,” I said when I reached her. “You pulled us back from something we didn’t even understand.”

“You pulled yourselves back,” she said. “I only reminded you that you could.”

“It seems like you almost didn’t make it out,” I said as I studied her face.

Her gaze flicked to the pool, where faint threads of gold still coiled in the water.

“It tried to keep me,” she admitted. “The mirror’s power isn’t meant for spectators, but I couldn’t let it have you. And I…”

She stopped herself, and the pause lingered just long enough to make my chest tighten. Then, she smiled again, though this one was small and controlled.

“You what?” I prodded.

“Let’s just say I have a fondness for those who refuse to bend,” she finished.

Her words lingered in the air between us, soft and weighted. I exhaled slowly, not entirely trusting my voice, so I nodded instead.

“Well,” I said finally, “for what it’s worth, you’ve got our gratitude. All of us.”

Anastasia tilted her head, and a teasing spark lit her tired eyes.

“All of you?” she repeated. “Or just you?”

“Mostly me,” I admitted as the corner of my mouth twitched in spite of myself. “The others are probably too busy inhaling bread to say it properly.”

A genuine laugh escaped her then, light and unrestrained. The sound was startling in its warmth, and I found myself laughing, too, as the tension bled out of my shoulders. When her laughter faded, she looked at me again, and her brilliant green eyes looked warm and inviting.

“You’re not like most strangers who come through this kingdom,” she said. “Most crave power or absolution. You wanted neither.”

“What do you think I want, then?” I asked.

She considered that for a moment. “To fix something broken,” she said finally. “Not just in the world, but in yourself.”

“That’s a pretty good read,” I admitted. “But I’m starting to think some things don’t need fixing. Just understanding’s good enough.”

“Spoken like someone who’s finally seen their reflection for what it is,” Anastasia murmured.

The conversation might have ended there, but she hesitated, and her lips parted like she had another question caught between her teeth. She hesitated though, until I tilted my head.

“May I ask you something?” she finally murmured.

“Of course,” I replied.

“When you first arrived, my guards alerted me to some rumors about you. Well, about the dragon, and his… wives.” She gave the last word a wry emphasis. “Is that true? That you were meant to join them?”

“Ah.” I winced slightly and rubbed the back of my neck. “That made it this far already, huh?”

Her expression didn’t change, but the faint lift of her brow told me she was waiting for my answer.

“It’s true,” I said finally. “But not in the way people make it sound. The dragon… he collected people the same way he collected treasure. It was never about love or loyalty, but about legacy. Tradition. But that’s not the kind of thing I wanted to be a part of.”

Anastasia studied me quietly as the faintest flicker of something unreadable crossed her face.

“So what kind of story do you want?” she asked softly.

The question took me by surprise. I thought for a long moment as I watched the reflection of the evening sky ripple across the pool’s surface.

“One where nobody’s getting collected, at least,” I said. “I don’t want to collect wives just for the sake of having them. If it’s something I absolutely need, I’d rather a woman join me because she wants to, not because they’re forced to.”

A silence stretched between us that was comfortable but charged as the faint ripples of light caught in her hair like threads of gold. Her eyes reflected the water, a strange combination of calm and depth that I’d seen when she’d spoken through the mirror.

I hadn’t realized how much steadiness she carried until now, how her presence itself seemed to hold the world still.

“You speak as if freedom and choice are rarer than gold,” she said. “And maybe they are. But it’s strange hearing someone say it who has fought so hard for everyone else’s, while doubting his own.”

There was no accusation in her words, just a simple observation. I wasn’t sure what to do with that kind of honesty, and Anastasia seemed to see through me so easily it felt disarming. I let out a low sigh and looked over at the rippling water instead of her face, because it felt far easier to talk to something that didn’t look back.

“Maybe I did doubt it,” I said after a moment. “But I think, maybe, that’s the point. You don’t fight for freedom because you’ve mastered it for yourself. You fight because you still need to believe it’s worth having.”

“Belief,” Anastaia said softly. “That’s rarer than gold, too.”

I nodded and then glanced at the sky. I suddenly realized the evening light had softened into a haze of warm orange, and the courtyard’s noise had faded into casual conversation between bites of food. When I glanced back at Anastasia, she was studying me again, though not with the same scrutiny as before, like a noblewoman assessing an outsider. This was more like a gentle wonder and something else that I didn’t want to name too soon.

“You said that you didn’t want to collect wives as treasure,” she said. “That you wanted the woman to have a voice in the matter. Does that mean you don’t believe in… binding yourself to anyone at all?”

The question surprised me more than I cared to admit, so I hesitated as I tried to think of what to say. Even back in my old world, I’d wanted a connection like that, but I was never able to hold one down. Maybe, at some point, I had resigned myself to being alone.

“I believe in connections,” I said finally. “But not ones that are forced, and not ones that turn people into trophies or titles. I think the best kind of bond is one where both people can still stand on their own two feet, and I’d very much like to find that someday.”

“A partnership, then.” She tilted her head, and her lips curved faintly.

“Something like that,” I chuckled. “Mutual stubbornness, maybe.”

“Then you would not do well in this court.” A small laugh escaped her, though she turned her face slightly as if to hide it. “Most here prefer loyalty that bends easily.”

“I’ve noticed,” I said dryly.

The faint breeze stirred between us and carried the smell of earth and wine and cooling stone. I caught myself watching her hands and the way her fingers brushed against the folds of her gown while she pondered my words. There was strength in her restraint, but then, I already knew just how strong she was.

“You said your world had no place for you,” she said. “Do you think this one does?”

The question shouldn’t have felt as intimate as it did. I shifted my weight slightly as I tried to read the expression on her face. The light was fading fast, though, and it was hard to see her eyes in the shadows.

“I think it might,” I said quietly. “But only if I keep choosing it.”

“That’s a good answer,” Anastasia sighed as her expression softened.

“I’m full of those,” I replied. “Though that’s mostly by accident.”

Her laughter this time was softer, but she didn’t look away this time. The edges of her composure had loosened, like she didn’t feel the need to hold the world up for a few minutes. I wondered if she ever got to rest, or if her poise was just armor, worn out of habit.

She must have noticed me studying her, because she raised an eyebrow in quiet amusement.

“You’re thinking too hard,” she said.

“Bad habit,” I admitted. “It usually happens when I actually meet someone interesting.”

“Flattery,” she said lightly, though I saw the faintest flush of color rise to her cheeks. “You’ll find that’s wasted on me.”

“Not wasted,” I said. “Especially when it’s true.”

Her eyes lingered on mine for a moment too long, enough that I could see the flicker of uncertainty there. She opened her mouth like she might speak, but then her father’s voice called out from across the courtyard.

“Ah, my daughter! You mustn’t monopolize our guests,” the king declared. “They’ve had quite the ordeal. Let them rest before you interrogate them further!”

“Saved by royal nosiness,” Anastasia noted, even as her composure slid neatly back into place.

“Story of my life,” I said under my breath.

When she looked back at me one last time, her gaze held something that hadn’t been there before. A quiet promise, or perhaps just the understanding that this wasn’t the end of our conversation. The faintest smile tugged at her lips.

“Father,” she said loudly as she approached the king. “I have a proposal.”

“Oh?” he muttered and looked up in surprise. “And what might that be, my dear?”

“A proposal,” she said. “In the literal sense. I will be the new dragon’s first wife.”
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Chapter 11

The courtyard was suddenly quiet again. Even the wind seemed to stand still, like it was caught between disbelief and astonishment.

I stared at Anastasia, certain I must have misheard her. The words she had spoken were too deliberate and perfectly formed to be accidental, and yet, they felt so wildly out of place that my brain refused to make sense of them.

“First wife?” I asked and looked around for someone to explain what was happening.

The king blinked once, very slowly, as if giving his mind time to catch up with his daughter’s voice. Then, laughter, short and utterly disbelieving, burst from him and filled the courtyard like a sudden crack of thunder.

“Ah! My dear, what a jest!” he said, though his eyes darted to me with faint confusion. “You always did have a gift for surprises, didn’t you?”

“It’s not a jest,” she declared. “I meant what I said.”

I had no idea what expression I was making, but from the way Hilde choked on her ale and Caspian’s glow flickered violently, it couldn’t have been very dignified. Skarviss, of course, didn’t so much as blink. His tail only coiled tighter, while the faintest hiss of interest vibrated in his throat.

“You can’t be serious,” the king said after an uncomfortable silence. “You, married to… well… to him? He’s… he’s not even…”

“A dragon?” Anastasia suggested. “Yes, I’m aware. That’s rather the point.”

Her father gaped at her, clearly thrown off by the precision of her tone.

“The point?” he muttered.

“Yes,” she said. “For once, I’d like to choose something for myself, not simply inherit a role that was written before I was born. The dragons choose their treasures, their companions, and their hoards. But I have never been permitted to choose anything of my own. Not even who I become.”

The king blinked as his mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing came out. No one else seemed to know what to say either, and that included me.

“Anastasia,” I finally began. “This… this…”

“You said it yourself,” the green-eyed beauty said as she turned toward me. “You don’t want to collect wives, and I’m not asking to be collected. I’m asking to join you… as a partner.”

“U-uh,” I stammered. “Why would you want that?”

“I have spent my entire life within these walls,” she continued as she turned back to her father. “Every hour has been carefully accounted for, and every choice was already made for me. My days are an endless repetition of meetings, ceremonies, the same corridors, and the same view of the same greenery. I can’t even leave the city without an escort of twenty guards. I know what the world looks like from stories and from maps, but the only battles I’ve ever seen are the ones I reconstructed from my miniatures!”

I looked down at my hands as I tried to figure out what to say. I felt strangely connected to Anastasia, even if we had led vastly different lives. We were both trapped in cages and were hoping desperately for a way out. I’d stumbled onto mine, but the princess was still trapped in the palace.

“I don’t want to rule,” she whispered. “I want to live. I want to see what I’ve only ever imagined, to walk through storms and sun and find out who I am beyond my reflection in the palace glass! I don’t want to marry a man just to be his servant and stepping stone to power. I want to marry a man who doesn’t need me to be powerful. A man who I compliment as a partner, not a man who loves my dowry more than me.”

Her father’s expression softened briefly, almost imperceptibly, but his tone remained rigid.

“You are the future of this kingdom,” he said. “Your duty--”

“My duty,” she interrupted, “is to make sure this kingdom survives long after me. And the only way to do that is to make sure I understand the world it lives in. I can’t do that from here. The view from the top of the mountain is quite good, so I hear.”

“I think she means it,” Caspian whispered as he leaned toward me.

“I know,” I murmured.

She took a step closer to me, and the faint rustle of silk and wind flitted between us.

“You aren’t a dragon,” she said softly and then grinned. “You don’t have wings, or scales, or centuries to gather gold. But you do have something else. You see value where others see waste, and you want to build instead of just conquer. That’s what makes you different. If you intend to become something that even dragons would recognize as powerful, you’ll need more than a hoard of metal. You’ll need a collection that demonstrates your power, and that includes wives.”

“You would leave your crown, your comfort, your entire world…” the king frowned as he waved at the courtyard. “To go gallivanting into mountains and mud with this… company?”

“Gladly,” she said with no hesitation. “Because at least then I’d be doing something.”

There was a tense pause as I looked over at the king. I didn’t dare make a sound, but Anastasia looked fearless as she squarely met her father’s gaze. A few seconds later, the king’s expression widened into a smile.

“Well, of course, my darling!” the king chuckled as he clapped his hands together. “How can I, in good conscience, deprive you of any sort of adventure that your heart wishes?”

“In good conscience?” Hilde muttered. “From a man who put us inside a mirror?”

The king’s laughter rang across the courtyard, but it sounded like genuine delight rather than something mocking. He seemed to be unpredictable like that, and his moods often turned faster than a shifting tide. The man clapped his hands as though his daughter’s sudden declaration of marriage were merely a clever parlor trick. The servants around the edges looked bewildered, unsure whether they should applaud or pretend none of this was happening at all. Even the torches flickered uncertainly as they cast warped shadows across the ground. I wasn’t sure whether to take the king’s words as permission or warning.

Anastasia stood steady through it all, with her chin lifted and her expression a careful balance of grace and determination. She didn’t flinch when her father laughed, nor did she shy away from the attention now fixed squarely on her. Instead, she turned that same regal calm toward him with the poise of someone who had already made peace with the consequences. For someone so young, she carried her defiance like a weapon she’d been waiting all her life to wield.

I felt admiration stir in my chest just by watching her. If this woman was really going to be my wife, I’d found an amazing companion.

“You do take after your mother,” the king said once he’d recovered. “Always chasing the horizon, never content with what’s in front of her. I suppose that’s what makes this fitting. The two of you will either kill each other or change the way these valleys are run. I can’t decide which would be more entertaining.”

That earned a small laugh from Hilde, though she quickly disguised it behind her cup of ale. Caspian merely blinked, while Skarviss’ eyes narrowed like a cat’s as he studied the scene.

I had a sinking feeling that the king’s approval wasn’t as simple as it appeared, but I kept my mouth shut for the moment. I figured there was no sense in arguing with momentum when it was already rolling forward and in our favor.

“You look terrified,” Anastasia said as she glanced at me.

“Terrified might be a little generous,” I admitted and took a deep breath. “I wasn’t expecting that… declaration.”

“You’ll get used to it.” Her lips curved faintly into a teasing smile. “I’ve spent many years learning the art of spectacle from my father. It’s about the only rebellion I was allowed.”

“And you really want to come back to the mountain, as…” I swallowed. “My wife?”

I’d never even imagined a woman as incredible or beautiful as Anastasia would show even a passing interest in me. So to have Anastasia volunteer to come back to the mountain with me was unbelievable, but the sly grin she gave reminded me that this was all incredibly real.

“It’s a win for both of us,” she said. “As royalty, I know more about this world and how it operates than anyone you’ll ever meet. It’s all bookwise knowledge, but still helpful for someone who’s so clearly new here. I can help you lead, and you can help me see the real world.”

“Deal,” I said quickly, to Anastasia’s delight. “And no take backs.”

When the king finally dismissed the gathering with a sweeping gesture, servants began to clear the tables as the guests quickly disappeared. The sweet smell of wine still clung to the air and mingled with the faint scent of rain drifting from the garden in the distance. The king retreated to his chambers, and the courtyard emptied quickly afterward.

In minutes, it was just our group from the mountain and Anastasia. We stood by the edge of the reflecting pool, and though the water was dark, faint streaks of gold still drifted near its surface. I could tell I wasn’t the only one who was nervous about getting so close, but the princess knelt beside it and traced her fingers lightly through the surface.

“Do you know what I used to do when I couldn’t sleep?” she asked as she watched the ripples spread across the surface.

“Um, no idea,” I admitted.

“I used to come here,” she said and sat back. “I’d bring my little soldiers with me and recreate the greatest battles of history in perfect detail, over and over. I memorized every formation, every flaw, and developed my own strategies. My father said it was good training, but I wasn’t studying war. I was studying freedom.”

“That’s…” I stopped and shrugged.

“Each little soldier could move wherever I placed them,” she explained. “Every field, every city, and every sea was mine to control. But I was always standing outside of it. I was always watching the action, but never stepping onto the field myself. I could only imagine what the wind felt like out there, or the sound of the ground shaking beneath real armies.”

“You were dreaming of a life that wasn’t yours,” I murmured.

“Yes,” she said simply. “And now I’m tired of dreaming.”

The reflection of the moon wavered in the pool as it slowly shifted between silver and gold. She looked at it for a long time before she rose, and the folds of her gown whispered across the stone.

“I’ve spent years modeling a world I wasn’t allowed to touch,” she murmured. “Now I want to touch it, even if it burns.”

There was a quiet strength in her words that pulled at me. I thought of all the nights I had spent staring at my own ceiling, in a different world, in a different cage, and I realized I understood her more deeply than I was expecting.

“You have to be certain about this,” I said slowly. “If you come with us, there’s no guarantee of safety. There won’t be any more fancy silk gowns or guarded walls. At least at first.”

Well, silk gowns, she still might have. I wasn’t sure how expansive the dragon’s hoard was, but I was sure there had to be dresses somewhere.

“That’s the point,” she insisted. “If I wanted safety, I’d stay. But what’s the value of safety without purpose?"

“She ssspeaks truth,” Skarviss replied. “A dragon’s worth is not in what it can keep, but in what it dares to collect and sssseek. You cannot guard a hoard that never grows.”

“So that’s why dragons collect treasures?” Anastasia asked as she turned toward him.

“Partly,” Skarviss inclined his head. “Each piece tells a story of conquest, of choice, but the greatest hoards are not of gold. They are the treasures that can’t be replaced. Wisdom and loyalty are the rarest of these. It is how we remind the world that we shape it as much as it shapes us.”

“You may not have scales,” Anastasia said as her gaze flicked back to me, “but if you’re to be a dragon’s equal, you’ll need to start building something that reflects your strength. You’ll need proof, undeniable proof, that you are worth following.”

I nodded in agreement, though I was still trying to wrap my mind around the strange alignment of fates that had led me onto the same path as a princess, a dwarf, a lizard, and a mushroom. Maybe it was because Anastasia looked so utterly certain of her choice, but I felt strangely bolstered. The moonlight gathered around her like a halo and glinted off Anastasia’s hair and the pale silk of her dress, and I realized, with a small, unsteady breath, that she was truly on my side.

Hilde was the first to break the silence, though her voice came out more as a bark of laughter than actual speech. She slammed her cup down and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” she said. “First the trials, now a royal proposal! Yer luck’s something fierce, lad. Either that, or she’s gone completely daft.”

“Maybe both.” Caspian’s glow brightened in quiet amusement. “But I can’t say I’m opposed.”

“It fulfills some of our traditions…” Skarviss hissed. “A dragon’s first wife is more than a companion, but a symbol of power and purpose, and a mirror to the rest of his legacy. Perhaps this is a good omen.”

“First wife,” Hilde said with a grin. “That means there’ll be more on the way, eh? Hope ye’ve got room in that bed for the rest o’ them.”

“I’d rather not think about that yet,” I muttered, though I couldn’t help but laugh despite myself.

Anastasia smiled faintly, the corners of her mouth lifting in quiet joy.

“See?” Anastasia said as the corners of her mouth tilted up. “You’re already building a new hoard. Consider me your first well-earned treasure.”

Her words earned another chorus of laughter from the group. Somehow, despite the absurdity of this all, it felt right. The trials were over, an alliance was secured, and now I had a chance to start building my own treasure trove.

The night stretched longer than I expected, even if it was just the five of us. It was full of toasts, clumsy jokes, and a strange sense of warmth, and despite the lack of sleep, everyone else’s energy seemed to rub off on me, until I found myself overflowing with jittery excitement. When Anastasia finally excused herself to prepare for the journey, the rest of my party enthusiastically waved goodbye, apparently just as taken with her as I was.

By the time dawn bled across the horizon, the courtyard had transformed from a place of feasting to one of farewell. The sky burned gold and rose as servants loaded carriages with food and supplies for the trip as well as for the mountain. Anastasia stood beside me, dressed in a simple traveling garb made of leather and dark linen and a cloak clasped at her throat. It suited her just as much as the finery of the court, but now she looked freer and more alive than during our entire visit.

“So many new beginnings,” I muttered as I watched as the servants worked. “I’m almost getting tired of it.”

“I never could,” she said calmly.

Skarviss and Hilde were inspecting the carts while they bickered over which crates to take first, while Caspian lingered nearby. When they spotted Anastasia, they walked over, and everyone had a large smile on their faces.

“I think you’ll change the mountain, princess,” the sporefolk said eagerly. “Mark my words.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a regal nod.

The journey back began with sunlight glinting off the road ahead and the rhythmic creak of wheels cutting through the stillness. The city fell behind us like a fading dream, and the towers finally shrank from view while the fields opened up, wide and golden under the dawn. The air smelled of grass and the freedom of an open road, tinged faintly with the memory of rain. I caught Anastasia looking back once, though her face was unreadable as the palace and eventually the walls of the kingdom disappeared behind the horizon.

When she finally turned forward again, there was no regret in her expression, only a strong resolve.

“It feels strange,” she said. “Like I’ve stepped out of a world I was never meant to stay in.”

“Welcome to the mud, lass,” Hilde chuckled. “Hope ye don’t mind a bit o’ grime. It’s good for the soul.”

“I’ll take grime over boredom any day,” Anastasia replied in an echo of my own words not so long ago. “Besides, I think I’ve spent enough time watching battles from afar. I’d rather live one properly.”

“Careful what you wish for,” Caspian replied. “Adventures can be many things, but they’re not always very glamorous.”

The light conversation that followed carried us for miles, and time slipped away unnoticed. Even the road seemed to welcome us as it wound through rolling hills and bright fields that swayed like the surface of water. Every step toward the mountain felt lighter than the one before.

When the first glimpse of the mountain appeared in the distance, the afternoon sun had started to shine brightly down on us and paint the sky with a rich blue. The silhouette of the mountain rose sharply against the clouds, vast and unyielding, and a strange warmth settled in my chest at the sight.

I knew then that the mountain had become my home.

“That’s the mountain?” Anastaisa asked as her eyes widened slightly in awe. “I’ve never seen it up close before. It looks even bigger, somehow.”

“That’s where we survive,” Hilde corrected, though her voice carried affection beneath the gruffness. “It ain’t pretty, but it’s ours.”

The road started upward in steep spirals, and each turn revealed new fragments of the land that stretched endlessly behind us. The air grew thinner and sharper, and the scent shifted from grass and dew to the metallic scent of the stone. Every now and then, the wind carried the faint roar of a river somewhere below, though mostly we listened to the wheels creak against the rocks and the horses’ breathing.

The caverns came into view slowly, since their mouths were half- hidden by overgrown vines and the shimmering moss that clung to the rock. Everyone looked relieved to be back, except Anastasia, who looked uncertain for a moment.

And then the carts were swallowed by the cave, and her uncertainty seemed to vanish. Inside the mountain, the air was cooler but not cold, and the walls were alive with faint glowing veins that cast a soft, blue-white light.

Surprisingly, the goblins were the first to greet us, and their wide eyes and eager chatter filled the entrance as they rushed forward to see who had come. When they caught sight of Anastasia, their excitement turned into hushed awe, like they’d just witnessed some kind of miracle. One of them, a smaller one with uneven teeth, stumbled forward and bowed so quickly he nearly fell over.

“You… You look like a real princess!” he squeaked as he looked up at her.

I almost said something, but Anastasia raised an eyebrow at me that silenced me quickly. Maybe she didn’t want it known that she was a princess, or maybe it was something she would rather reveal in her own time.

“She’s my first wife,” I said proudly.

The goblins squeaked loudly and then began to shriek like excited chimpanzees in what I hoped was joy. I winced and covered my ears, but Anastasia seemed surprisingly unshaken by the sound.

“Thank you for the welcome,” Anastasia replied and bowed her head just enough to make the goblins shriek happily again. “This mountain is lovely.”

Her tone was gentle but genuine enough that the others immediately began to murmur approvingly while they shuffled around to make space for her. Even Hilde looked mildly impressed by how quickly she’d won them over.

“Well, look at that,” the dwarf muttered under her breath. “She’s already got a fan club.”

“Give her a week,” Caspian laughed softly as his light pulsed in sync with the sound. “Maybe she’ll have them reorganizing their whole storage system or something.”

“Good,” Anastasia said when she heard the comment. “I like things tidy.”

The laughter that followed echoed through the stone like music, and I could see quickly how easily she fit among us. Not as a princess, or as just another wife, but something closer to an equal. She was sharp enough to command respect and kind enough to earn it. I hadn’t realized until then how much the mountain had needed someone who brought not only her command skills, but also just basic warmth.

The Sporefolk arrived a few minutes later, and they drifted softly into the main chamber like living lanterns. Their faint, luminous glow cast gentle halos around the walls as they took in the scene, and then the bell-capped mushroom stepped forward, followed closely behind by the oyster-capped one. The pair glided over to Caspian and started to pat the youngster like they wanted to make sure he was real.

“How was the journey?” the bell cap asked. “Have you succeeded in your efforts? Are the tributes restored?”

The bell cap’s voice carried through the cavern and echoed faintly off the walls. The other Sporefolk leaned in expectantly, and their glowing caps swayed gently like a field of bioluminescent flowers. Before Caspian could reply, though, the dwarves streamed in from the other tunnels and looked around at the large crowd in some confusion.

Anastasia watched it all with quiet fascination. Her smile never disappeared, even when a couple of the goblins inched close enough to touch her dress.

“The tributes are restored,” Caspian announced proudly. “And an agreement has been reached to ensure that they will continue to flow.”

“A hard-won victory,” Skarviss added as he slithered forward. “One that should be honored properly, especially now that we have a first wife for our new dragon.”

Naturally, all eyes turned to Anastasia. For her part, the princess met everyone’s curious stares with a polite nod and a calm demeanor.

“It’s my duty to help strengthen this mountain I’ve joined,” she announced. “And I never shy away from my duty.”

“To the first wife!” Hilde shouted as she raised her fist in the air. “And to a future with full bellies, and a prosperin’ mountain!”

The cheer that followed was chaotic and wholehearted. Goblins whooped and smacked their fists against the floor, Sporefolk let out soft whoops, and the dwarves cheered and shouted with glee. Caspian’s light pulsed in time with the laughter, and even Skarviss allowed himself a faint rumble of approval that almost sounded like contentment. Anastasia laughed quietly beside me, though she now wore an expression that was a mix of disbelief and delight.

“Is it always going to be like this?” she asked over the noise.

“What, loud? Probably,” I said. “I would say constantly, but I’m just as new here, so I guess we’ll find out together.”

“I think I’ll like it here,” she murmured as she watched the crowd start an impromptu dance line.

Hilde and Skarviss finally rounded up enough creatures to organize a celebration. The event stretched well into the evening and filled the mountain with the scent of roasting roots and ale brewed from fungus. The fires burned low and warm as the flames threw dancing shadows along the carved stone walls. I sat with Hilde, Caspian, and Skarviss near the hearth, while Anastasia spoke softly with the Sporefolk about the supplies we’d brought with us and what we would need.

She seemed to be listening more than she talked, and every time she did speak, it was with the kind of calm curiosity that drew people in. It wasn’t a tone of command, but of understanding, and I knew she was quickly learning the ins and outs of the mountain and its organization.

The goblins, meanwhile, had taken it upon themselves to decorate the mountain chamber. I had no idea where they’d found ribbons and gold-dyed scraps of cloth, but they’d strung up the scraps between the torches and even carved a crude wooden crown for my first wife. Anastasia laughed when they presented it, but she accepted it graciously and lowered her head so they could place it carefully on her hair.

“I’ve never received a gift made with such care,” she told them sincerely.

The goblins had howled in delight before Skarviss had redirected them toward the need for music. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard as the Goblins pounded on hollowed-out stones that rang with deep, metallic tones. The Sporefolk joined in a few moments later with an eerie, beautiful harmony. Even the dwarves joined in, and their gravelly voices blended with the rhythm of boot-stomping and mug-slamming.

Anastasia moved through it all with the poise of someone who’d spent her entire life in this place. When she danced, it wasn’t like a noblewoman at a formal affair, but as a laughing, barefoot beauty who was genuinely happy.

“If the lass can dance, so can ye!”Hilde shouted as she dragged Caspian into the middle of the dancers.

Caspian’s glow brightened in surprise and then pulsed with something like joy. Soon after, Skarviss was nodding his head along to the rhythm as his tail tapped faintly against the stone. I stood back for a while to watch it all unfold, and I felt something inside me loosen at the sight of so many happy beings.

Anastasia eventually caught my eye across the chamber and gave a small nod toward the corner, where the firelight was a little lower. I nodded back and then made my way over. It was nice to step away from the chaos, but it was even better to have a moment alone with my wife. I noticed her hair had come loose, and golden-brown strands fell across her face like a thin veil.

“They’re extraordinary,” she whispered in my ear and glanced at the celebration. “Everyone is so different from one another, and yet, they all fit together so perfectly.”

“I think they had to,” I said. “I imagine the community was for survival at first, but it’s deeper than that now.”

“It’s a community,” she agreed. “It’s certainly more than just an alliance.”

“I’m glad you understand,” I said.

“I can see why you decided to stay,” she said and then smiled. “Aside from the fact that they probably would’ve killed you if you declined the position.”

“Well, they didn’t exactly threaten to kill me,” I said.

She laughed, and then she leaned against me as we turned to watch the party. It felt so comfortable and so right that I would’ve gladly stayed like that the rest of the night, but Hilde shouted our names from across the room as she demanded a toast.

I sighed, but Anastasia took my hand and led me back toward the others. I accepted the mug Hilde shoved into my hand and raised it in the air as the dwarf shouted our names. I took a sip of the ale, and though it scorched my throat on the way down, the warmth that followed was pure and welcome.

Anastasia coughed quietly into her hand after her first drink, then laughed when Hilde slapped her on the back.

“Ye drink like a princess, lass!” Hilde teased. “That won’t do here!”

“I’ll adjust,” Anastasia said between coughs. “I’ve had worse medicine.”

By the time the fire was mere embers, the laughter had softened into murmurs, and one by one, the others drifted off. Skarviss retreated into the shadows to coil near a heated stone. Hilde collapsed half on top of a barrel and snored in contentment. Caspian’s glow dimmed into a faint shimmer as he found a spot near the hearth. Anastasia and I were the only ones who were still awake, and we listened to the faint noises of the mountain while we watched the fire dim.

“This mountain is so alive,” Anastasia murmured as she traced a finger over a rock. “You can almost hear it breathing.”

“It does sort of breathe,” I agreed. “In its own way. Every tunnel, flame, and echo feeds into it. When I walked through these halls for the first time, it was like being in the belly of some giant, magical beast.”

“It feels far older than the palace,” she noted as her gaze drifted up toward the high, shadowed ceiling. “Older than our kingdom, certainly. It’s more humble, but with a vast history.”

“That’s one way to put it,” I chuckled.

“It seems like the best way to describe it,” she replied and then looked at me. “Do you ever think about what comes next?”

“Constantly,” I admitted. “Which usually leads to a headache. I feel so much responsibility for the lives of everyone in this mountain, I have to help them, and the burden sometimes feels like too much.”

“Then don’t think about it tonight,” she said. “Let it be enough that we’ve come this far.”

“I… like the sound of that,” I replied.

I leaned in closer, the fire’s glow casting warm shadows across her face and highlighting the soft curve of her lips. It felt as though the world beyond the mountain walls faded away, and when our eyes met, I realized exactly how little I cared about that.

After a second of hesitation, I reached out and cupped her cheek with my hand. The slight tilting of her head seemed to invite me forward, so I leaned toward her just slowly enough that she could still pull away or draw a sword. When she did neither and instead closed her eyes, I closed the gap between us.

Our lips merely brushed at first, tentative and sweet, like the first sip of wine after a long feast. Then the kiss deepened as her mouth opened to mine, and our tongues met in a slow, exploratory rhythm.

The fire crackled softly beside us as my hand slid to the nape of her neck, my fingers threading through her hair as I pulled her closer. She reacted with an equal fervor and wrapped her arms around my waist as she pressed her curves to my chest. The kiss grew hungrier, lips parting and meeting in increasing urgency, while our breaths mingled in hot gasps.

I could feel her heartbeat quickening through the thin fabric of her gown, matching the rapid thrum in my veins. When we finally broke apart, our foreheads rested together, I noticed her eyes half-lidded with desire that must have been reflected in mine.

“Thank God you’re a good kisser,” she murmured, her voice breathy but laced with a playful smile. I couldn’t help but grin.

“Well, practice makes perfect, and I’ve been dreaming of this since I saw you,” I teased as I brushed a stray lock of hair from her face.

“Dreaming, huh?” she laughed. “Then you must have been a very dedicated student.”

Her fingers lingered on my arm, tracing the line of muscle beneath my shirt. The fire popped, sending a spark upward, but neither of us noticed, lost in this newfound intimacy.

“Show me the dragon’s sleeping quarters,” she said suddenly, her tone shifting to one of curious invitation.

I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the directness, but thrilled all the same.

“Are you sure?” I asked slowly.

“Absolutely,” She nodded as her hand slipping into mine, then squeezed gently. “Lead the way, husband.”

We rose together, the fire glowing faintly behind us as I led her to the bedroom where I had spent my first night.

“Do you think--“ I began, but she cut me off with a finger to my lips, her stare affectionate but firm.

“We agreed no thinking about what comes next tonight,” she reminded me.

I chuckled and nodded in surrender, the humor diffusing any lingering doubt.

“You’re right, as always,” I replied. “No more questions.”

The door to the bedroom opened to reveal a massive bed in the center, draped in silks and furs that shimmered in the light of several candles. I gasped at the same moment Anastasia did, and she shot me a look, clearly confused as to why I’d be surprised.

I had no idea when this had been set up, but I had a few ideas as to who had it arranged.

We moved toward the bed, which looked absurdly inviting under the candlelight. She turned to me, her gaze intense, filled with the same desire that burned in my chest.

“This is ours now,” she said, her voice husky.

I pulled her close again, our lips meeting in another kiss, this one fiercer and at least partially fueled by the room’s sensuality. Her hands roamed my back and tugged at my shirt, and I reciprocated, fingers working the laces of her gown before pulling it away to reveal the soft swell of her breasts. The fabric fell surprisingly quickly and pooled at her feet, leaving her in nothing but delicate undergarments.

My breath caught at the sight of her body. She stepped out of the remaining cloth, standing bare before me, unashamed and beautiful. I shed my own clothes quickly, the cool air contrasting with the heat building inside me. We fell together on the bed, bodies pressed close, skin sliding against skin in a rush of sensation. I felt her nipples harden against my chest as I kissed her neck and trailed down to her collarbone.

She arched into me, a soft moan escaping her lips, her hands exploring my shoulders and arms. The furs beneath us were soft enough to cradle our forms as we shifted, and kept us warm against the cold air of the mountain. I cupped her breast, thumb circling the peak, eliciting another gasp.

“Yes,” she breathed, her voice a whisper of encouragement.

I lavished attention on one side, then the other with my mouth, my tongue flicking and teeth grazing lightly against the skin. Her legs parted instinctively to invite my hand lower. I trailed kisses down her stomach, feeling the quiver of her muscles under my lips and the scent of her arousal.

I settled between her thighs, my cock hard and aching against her inner leg. She reached down and wrapped her hand around my length, stroking slowly, her touch sending jolts of pleasure through me.

“Let’s,” she said, eyes locked on mine, full of trust and need.

I nodded, and carefully positioned myself at her entrance, the tip just barely brushing. With a slow thrust, I entered her, inch by inch, savoring the tight warmth that enveloped me. She gasped, and her nails dug into my back, but her hips rose to meet me.

We paused for a moment as I met her eyes. She nodded, and I began to move, a gentle rhythm building between us.

Her pussy clenched around my cock as I thrust deeper, each stroke drawing moans from her lips. I held her gaze and watched pleasure coat her features, as she wrapped her legs around my waist to pull me closer and urge for a faster pace.

“Don’t stop,” she murmured against my mouth as I bent to kiss her, her voice laced with urgency.

I increased the tempo, my hips snapping forward and driving into her with building force. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, and I grabbed one, pinching the nipple to heighten her pleasure. She cried out, and the sound only made me thrust harder, faster.

My free hand gripped her hip, angling her to take me deeper. Tension coiled in my core, but I held back, wanting to prolong this for her as she met every movement, her pussy slick and drawing me in repeatedly.

Her climax built visibly as her breaths began to come in short pants, and her body tensed. I reached between us to circle her clit with my thumb, adding to the stimulation. She came then, crying my name, pussy pulsing around my cock in waves of ecstasy. The sight and feel pushed me closer, but I held on, letting her ride it out.

She seemed to sense me getting close then, so she lifted her hips slightly before sinking back down and reigniting the friction. I guided her movements, hands on her ass and gently squeezing the firm flesh. My thrusts grew erratic as pleasure coiled tight in my groin. She kissed me as she shuddered, her body still sensitive and responsive.

I groaned into her mouth, the edge approaching fast. With a final, deep thrust, I came, spilling inside her in hot bursts, body arching in release. She held me through it, pussy milking every drop.

We clung together, our foreheads touching, and our smiles breaking through the haze.

“Worth every stupid trial,” I joked weakly, earning a soft laugh as she nestled closer, content in my arms.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome, but for what?” I asked.

“My ladies in waiting had told me what to expect on my wedding night since I became a woman, and the picture they painted wasn’t good.” She kissed my forehead. “You greatly exceeded my expectations.”

I wasn’t sure when sleep finally came, but when I woke, it was groggily to the sound of shrieking goblins and banging rocks.

The noise hit me before I was even fully awake. There was a shrill clatter, then the quick patter of goblin feet, and finally the unmistakable sound of something being dragged across the cavern floor. I blinked blearily in the gray light, and for a split second, I assumed the goblins were just getting an early start on their morning routine.

Then, I heard the angry chittering and realized this was no work song. I stumbled to my feet as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and I noticed that Anastasia had sat up as well, though she did so with a quiet groan. She didn’t move immediately, so I went ahead first.

I followed the noise to the main tunnel, where a small mob of goblins had gathered. They had their makeshift tools raised like weapons, and they were clustered around something on the ground, or rather, someones.

Two figures, cloaked in dark fabric and tied up in ropes that looked to be made of braided moss and sinew, were struggling weakly against their bindings. The goblins jabbered over one another as they spoke at once.

“Slow down,” I said with a frown. “What’s happening?”

“Intruders!” a goblin chirped. “Sneaking through the lower fissure from the outer valley!”

“They slipped in before dawn and wanted to get to the mountain stores!” another yelped. “He made my rock statue fall over!”

Anastasia arrived moments later. She looked wide awake, though her hair was only half-braided. Her eyes were sharp and calm as she took in the scene, and I was reminded of our first encounter.

“Spies or thieves?” she asked in a clipped tone.

The goblins began to chatter again as they pointed at the two intruders, one of whom muttered something too low for me to catch.

“Remove their hoods,” Anastasia ordered.

The goblins seemed reluctant to actually touch the cloth, so I knelt beside one of the captives and tugged at the mask to reveal a mottled, green face.

“Goblins?” I gasped.

“No,” my wife began ominously, “orcs.”
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Chapter 12

The word hung in the air uneasily, and even the goblins quieted as they leaned in closer to get a better look. The two orcs glared back at us with heavy-lidded eyes, and once I’d removed the other one’s mask, we stared at their tusks and thick, greenish-brown skin in confusion.

The pair seemed young for orcs, and their armor was scratched and patched together from scavenged bits of metal. The larger one, a woman with a scar down her cheek, shifted against the ropes as she tested the knots with visible irritation. I caught the faint smell of damp earth and iron wafting from them.

“Careful,” Hilde muttered as she stomped over, apparently having been woken by the goblins’ racket just like me and Anastasia. “Orcs don’t sneak into places unless they’ve got somethin’ worth sneakin’ for.”

“Then let’s find out what that is,” Anastasia said smoothly as she stepped closer. “Why were you trespassing in this mountain?”

The larger orc spat to the side, and her jaw tightened as she glared at the princess.

“Charming,” Anastasia said in a bland voice.

“We’re retrieving what’s ours,” the orc growled. “Nothing more.”

“Nothing in this mountain is yours,” I replied. “Everything here belonged… belongs to the dragon.”

“We were told the dowry of our princess Creida was still kept here!” the scrawny second orc yelled. “Stolen by you when you dismissed her!”

A cold feeling slid down my spine as I remembered the orc princess who’d been part of the old dragon’s harem. I hadn’t won her over even before I’d sent the women home, and clearly, there were still hard feelings. And I had to admit, I hadn’t realized there had been an actual dowry involved in this, since the dragon seemed to have a reputation for simply taking things. Then again, the dowry was probably a somewhat polite form of ‘tribute’ so it made some sense. I rubbed my temples and exhaled slowly.

“Well, that’s… unfortunate,” I said. “I didn’t exactly mean to--”

“Unfortunate?” the larger orc snapped. “You humiliated our princess! Do you think the orcs will forget an insult like that?”

Her voice reverberated through the chamber, and several goblins hissed instinctively as they bared their tiny teeth. Hilde straightened beside me as her eyes narrowed with irritation, but she stayed silent, maybe because she was expecting me to be the one to put my foot down.

“I didn’t mean it as an insult,” I replied. “I just… Well, I wasn’t about to assume the role of her husband, especially when she wasn’t my wife, purely out of politics or tradition. I thought that was fair.”

“Fairness means nothing to orcs,” Hilde muttered. “Pride means everything.”

The larger orc yanked against the ropes again as she glared at me with enough heat to burn stone.

“You refused her, and yet, you kept her dowry!” The female orc snarled. “You took her honor, her offering, and her claim! We were sent to retrieve what belongs to her by right!”

I let out a long sigh as my headache returned in full force. The tension in the air was growing too fast, and the goblins had started to whisper again while the rest of the mountain residents looked around uneasily.

“I don’t want trouble,” I said carefully. “If this dowry is still in the hoard, I’ll just return it. Simple as that.”

The words had barely left my mouth before…

“What?” One goblin let out a horrified squeak.

Every goblin in the chamber froze and stared at me as though I’d just suggested burning down the mountain itself. The goblin who had squeaked scrambled forward, and his gangly limbs flailed wildly as he pushed through the crowd. His enormous ears twitched like panicked sails, and his yellow eyes went wide.

“I am Skrit, Dragon!” the goblin said politely, before he went back to shrieking and clutching his head. “Dragon can’t take treasure out of the hoard! Madness! Blasphemy!”

I frowned. Aside from this goblin being somewhat better at English than the others, he also seemed the most passionate about this issue.

“It’s probably just gold and maybe some trinkets,” I said weakly. “It’s not like…”

“Not like what?” Skrit’s voice went up another octave. “Not like you are tearing apart the mountain? Treasure goes in, and it stays in! It grows! If you take it back out, you doom everything!”

“Is that superstition or truth?” Anastasia asked.

“Both!” Skrit shouted immediately and then flung his bony arms out so wildly he nearly smacked another goblin in the face. “Truth in super-titton! Super-titton in truth! It’s the law of the hoard! Always grow! Never shrink!”

“He’s not wrong,” Hilde murmured. “Yer hoard’s an extension of ye. To remove somethin’ from it would be removin’ a part of the mountain.”

I looked between the two incredulously.

“You’re telling me that I can’t return a diplomatic gift because it might… offend the mountain?” I asked in disbelief.

“Yes!” Skrit shouted as he bounced in place. “Exactly that! The mountain doesn’t like shrinking! Shrinking hoards means shriveling hearts! Ask any dragon! They’ll tell you!”

“So if he returns the dowry, he weakens his standing,” Anastasia murmured as she folded her arms. “It makes him look like he’s surrendering part of himself.”

“Yes, yes!” Skrit jabbed a clawed finger toward her. “The princess gets her gold, the orcs will think they win! And then what happens! The hoard is smaller, and then we lose everything! We are all doomed!”

“Aye.” Hilde nodded grimly. “In dragon logic, takin’ treasure out o’ yer hoard’s like coughin’ up yer own teeth. Ne’er ends well.”

“You’re all making this sound like an actual crime,” I sighed as I ran a hand down my face.

“It is a crime!” Skrit squealed. “The worst kind! You’ll be cursed by the mountain!”

“You hoarders are insane,” the orc woman snarled as she struggled so hard she nearly flattened her companion. “You think your pile of metal’s alive!”

“It is alive!” Skrit shouted and stamped one tiny foot. “It sings to us! You can’t hear it because you are all big and thick-headed!”

“That’s enough!” Anastasia raised a hand to end the argument before it could escalate further. “If this dowry is part of the hoard, then removing it will harm the balance here. But refusing to return it may lead to war.”

That silenced everyone. The word war was one nobody wanted to hear, and the goblins muttered nervously among themselves as Hilde’s brows furrowed deeply.

“Orcs won’t bluff,” Hilde whispered. “If they sent these two, it means more will follow. An insult like this won’t go unanswered.”

The silence after Hilde’s warning was sharp enough to cut through stone. Even the goblins’ nervous chattering died into wary murmurs, and the two orcs now stared back at us with renewed confidence as though the mere mention of a war had tilted the balance of power slightly in their favor. The larger one grinned and revealed teeth that were yellowed and blunt from use. She was clearly pleased with the unease she’d created.

Anastasia remained composed, though her hand twitched faintly at her side. I could see the calculation in her eyes as she assessed every possible outcome at once, and I wasn’t sure if I was impressed or terrified.

Skarviss arrived quickly afterward, and the scrape of his scaled body echoed faintly down the tunnel before he appeared in the torchlight. His eyes took in the scene with a reptilian calm, and there was only the faintest gleam of curiosity behind his expressionless face. Caspian followed close behind, and his pulsing light seemed to mirror the tension in the room.

The orcs’ eyes flicked toward the newcomers instantly. I could see the moment they realized they were surrounded by more than just goblins. Their earlier confidence faltered slightly, though pride kept their expressions set.

“What have we here?” Skarviss hissed as he studied the scene. “The goblinssss were very adamant we all join you.”

“Thieves,” Hilde said simply. “Or spies. Depends how honest they’re feelin’ today.”

“Not thieves,” the larger orc retorted. “Retrievers.”

“Ah,” Skarviss’ eyes narrowed. “Then ssstill thieves, merely with fancier words.”

The smaller orc opened his mouth as if to argue, but the larger one silenced him with a sharp glare. Caspian, meanwhile, drifted closer to the edge of the group so the soft light reflected against the cavern wall. The illumination turned the whole scene into a ghostly scene that would’ve looked more appropriate in a haunted house.

“This doesn’t need to become a fight,” Caspian said softly as he took in the ropes and bruises. “They’re desperate, not dangerous. If we release them with a warning, maybe it will end here.”

“End?” Hilde snorted. “No, wee mushroom. This kind o’ thing doesn’t end ‘til someone’s got a blade in their gut or at least a treaty.”

Anastasia nodded in agreement, though the look she gave the orcs was sympathetic at least.

“If we let them go, they’ll run back to their village and tell the rest that we’re weak,” the princess said. “We need to send a message that this mountain doesn’t tolerate thieves.”

“That’s what I said.” Hilde grinned as she smacked a fist against the cave wall. “Only mine involves an axe.”

“Violence begets violence,” Caspian murmured in disapproval. “They’ve already failed their task! Letting them go home in shame may be punishment enough.”

Skrit, who had been jittering from foot to foot near the orcs’ bound forms, suddenly leaped forward and waved both hands.

“No, no, no, no! Don’t let them go! Don’t fight them yet! We can play with them!” His grin stretched wide enough to reveal his sharp teeth. “We sneak! We trick! We turn their heads inside out ‘til they don’t know what’s up or down, even!”

“Skrit…” I said warily.

“We could sneak in their village! Swap their weapons for sticks! Fill their stew with sleeping dust! Tell them their leader’s been eaten by a ghost!” Skrit bounced up and down excitedly. “Oh, oh! We could--”

“Enough,” Skarviss interrupted in a sharp voice. “This goblin’s words are foolish, but not entirely uselessss.”

Skrit puffed up his chest proudly, only to wilt a moment later as Skarviss continued.

“We could strike indirectly,” he said. “Learn their camp’s strengths before choosing our course. The orcs will call it weakness if we simply release them, so we should use that to our advantage and outsmart them.”

“You’re suggesting a counterattack.” My brow furrowed as I considered it.

“An observation,” Skarviss corrected, though the faintest gleam of satisfaction crossed his slitted eyes. “But yesss. A small strike, to remind them whose mountain this is.”

“That’s dangerous,” Caspian said firmly. “You risk escalating this into a conflict that might still be avoided!”

“Ye risk the opposite by doin’ nothin’,” Hilde countered. “They came all this way, sneakin’ in through the cracks o’ the mountain, which their princess probably told them about. Ye think they’ll just shrug and leave ‘cause we gave ‘em a lecture?”

“She’s right, you know,” the orc woman smirked faintly.

“Shut it,” all six of us said at once.

I felt the weight of everyone’s stares land on me as they waited for a decision to be made. It seemed that no one was going to move forward until I did, and that thought wasn’t comforting, but leadership rarely was. Every path forward felt like an invitation for something to go wrong.

“If they came here for what they believe is theirs, and we can’t give it back to them, then we must decide how to make that clear,” Anastasia mused. “Strength doesn’t have to mean cruelty, but you have to do something. You’re the one they’ll see as responsible. Whatever we do next, they will take it as your will.”

“If you wish to rule thisss mountain, you cannot appear to be a soft shell waiting to be cracked,” Skarviss added. “Orcs understand dominion, not debate. Let them see that even a princess cannot claim what is yours. Crush their will so they remember.”

“That’s a fine way to invite a siege,” I muttered, though my voice lacked conviction.

The truth was, I didn’t want to crush anyone. I just wanted to survive long enough to build something that didn’t crumble the moment a stronger group appeared to challenge us.

And though Skarviss’ logic was ruthless, it wasn’t wrong. I’d seen firsthand that orcs respected dominance after my own brief and disastrous encounter with Creida. But was there a way to do this that didn’t require an invasion?

“Aye! If they want to test our strength, then let ‘em!” Hilde declared. “Ye’ve got warriors, walls, and fire enough to make their bones ring like bells! Better to strike first and keep ‘em guessin’ than wait for ‘em to come knockin’! If ye want peace, then ye better make sure the rest of the world knows what you’ll do to defend it.”

“That isn’t peace!” Caspian’s light flared a little brighter in protest. “That’s tyranny! Fear only breeds more fear, and if we want to build something lasting here, it can’t be founded on endless battles! Remember your logic with the humans and their tributes? Orcs may not understand diplomacy as much, but they should understand fairness!”

“Aye,” Hilde snorted, “and they also understand sharpened axes. Tell me, wee mushroom, when they come marchin’ through the mountain, ye gonna greet ‘em with kind words or spores?”

“Both, if I must.” Caspian met her gaze without flinching.

“You’re all arguing over scraps,” the orc woman laughed. “If you had any honor, you’d release us and send the dowry back. Then maybe our tribes wouldn’t have to burn this stupid cave out from under you.”

Anastasia stepped forward before Hilde could jump across the room and strangle the orc.

“You forget where you are,” the princess noted. “This mountain isn’t your court to threaten, and he is not your subject to scold. Choose your next words carefully.”

That was spoken like a royal. The orc seemed to falter, and there was something in Anastasia’s gaze that seemed to unsettle her further, a steadiness that didn’t need a weapon to hold power.

“If they were brave enough to sneak here,” the lizard murmured, “then we should do the sssame. The orc village is not far from here, and although their numbersss are small, they are not insignificant. I could… ssscout.”

His tone suggested far more than just scouting, and Skrit immediately perked up beside him.

“Oooh! Skrit can scout, too!” the goblin squeaked. “We can sneak! Crawl through cracks, steal their food, listen to their talk! Skrit’s ears are big for a reason! Big ears mean big secrets!”

Skrit wiggled his ears as if to prove the point.

“Or big targets,” the dwarf muttered as she shook her head.

“Let Skrit go!” Skrit ignored her as he hopped in place like a wound-up spring. “He’ll find out everything! Names! Places! Maybe even what kind of stew they eat! If we know what they eat, we know how to poison it!”

“We are not poisoning anyone, Skrit,” Caspian groaned softly.

“Still, information could be useful,” Anastasia’s lip quirked faintly. “Before we decide anything permanent, we should know what they’re planning. We can’t afford a blind confrontation.”

I looked at each of them as I weighed my options. I had to decide between Skarviss’ calculated hunger for dominance, Hilde’s itch for a fight, Caspian’s plea for restraint, Anastasia’s call for control, and Skrit’s unfiltered chaos. It felt like I was trying to navigate a storm using five compasses that pointed in different directions.

Whatever I chose, though, wouldn’t just decide how we dealt with these orcs. It would also shape how the others saw me and set a precedent for all future decisions.

No pressure there.

Anastasia’s eyes found mine again, and the look was enough to remind me that indecision was as dangerous as the wrong choice. The orcs had witnessed all of this, and if we simply released them, everything that had been said and done would be reported back to their own leaders. But maybe there was a way to use that…

“I’ll hear all of you,” I said finally, “but not like this. One at a time.”

My voice came out sharper than I expected, and it cut through the room like a blade. The goblins froze, and even Skarviss’ tail stilled. I didn’t really feel like a ruler, but at the very least, I had their attention now. I gestured toward the others and motioned them closer.

“If I’m making this call, I need to understand every angle,” I said. “No shouting and no interruptions. Agreed?”

“You cannot reason with orcsss,” Skarviss was the first to answer. “They live for conquest and for challenge. If you show mercy, they will not call it kindness. They will call it weakness. I have seen their kind before. They do not retreat. If you give them their gold, they will return with sharper blades and louder cries. Crush thisss early, and the mountain’s peace will endure. That is how the dragon rules the valley.”

Before I could respond, Hilde nodded vigorously.

“Aye, the snake’s right, for once,” she said, and although Skarviss frowned at the reference, he straightened up at her affirmation. “If ye don’t put yer boot down now, they’ll come sniffin’ around again, maybe with a few dozen friends. Orcs ain’t got a word for gratitude, damn brutes, only for vengeance. Ye can’t teach ‘em manners, and they’ll only learn the hard way. Strike first, and they’ll remember not to test ye again. If ye can’t stomach it, I’ll even do it for ye.”

Caspian’s voice came next, soft but firm, as it rose above the rumble of the others.

“And if we slaughter every tribe that threatens us, how long before we become the same kind of monsters we claim to fight?” The glow brightened faintly as the sporefolk spoke. “Strength is not cruelty, Hilde. Nor is restraint weakness. If we’re to survive here, with our new dragon, we need allies, not needless enemies. Mercy can be its own message, and letting them go alive may shame them more than killing them!”

“Shame doesn’t fill bellies or win wars,” Hilde shot back.

“Neither does unnecessary death,” Caspian said evenly.

Skrit raised his hand like a kid waiting to be called on.

“Go ahead,” I said to the goblin.

“Oh! Oh! Skrit has an idea!” the goblin declared. “We don’t fight, we don’t free, we don’t give! We play! We confuse them! Let Skrit sneak in their camp, steal their maps, take their food, spread nasty rumors! Make them think their chieftain is cursed or that Creida has a magical disease! If they’re too busy fighting themselves, they can’t fight us!”

“That’s madness,” Anastasia said flatly.

“Thank you!” Caspian blurted, visibly relieved someone agreed with his own assessment.

“Madness that works!” Skrit said proudly and puffed out his chest. “Goblins survive by tricking bigger things into fighting each other! That’s why there’s still goblins left!”

I couldn’t help the faint smile tugging at my mouth, even if I quickly hid it behind a hand.

Skrit’s idea wasn’t entirely useless. Dangerous, yes, but not without potential. I leaned back against one of the carved pillars, and I felt the chill of the stone seep into my palms as I thought about my options. It would be easy to just let Hilde or Skarviss take control and do what they did best, but something in me hesitated.

We’d fought enough. If I wanted to lead, truly lead, I had to keep from solving every problem by breaking it open.

“There’s another option,” Anastasia said slowly. “The orcs respect strength over everything, right?”

All eyes turned toward her at once. Even the two orcs lifted their heads a fraction, suddenly suspicious. The princess didn’t flinch under the attention, and if anything, she seemed to thrive on it. Her posture straightened, and her voice was smooth and sure, like she was speaking to a council chamber rather than a cave full of monsters.

“I’ve studied orcs and orc leadership before,” she continued. “It may be true that orcs don’t respect kindness, but they do respect conquest. So give them that. Not through slaughter, not through theft, but through challenge.”

The air shifted around her words. Even Caspian’s glow flickered uncertainly as the mushroom processed what she meant. Hilde squinted at Anastasia, but she didn’t look entirely against the idea.

“Ye mean to tell me, ye want us to go waltzin’ into an orc camp and pick a fight on purpose?” Hilde asked.

“Not a fight,” Anastasia clarified. “A duel. A challenge. It’s the foundation of orc law, and it goes back centuries. If someone wins a sanctioned duel against one of their higher warriors, or better yet, one of their leaders, he will earn their respect. Their law says the victor’s claim becomes absolute.”

“That’s…” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Suicidal, I think.”

“Strategic,” Anastasia corrected. “If you win, the mountain’s dominance is unquestionable. The dowry dispute ends, the insult is settled, and the orcs will have no cause for war. They will respect you as an equal, or fear you enough to leave you alone.”

Hilde grunted, but the sound carried reluctant approval.

“I’ll give ye this much, lass,” she said. “It’s mad, but there’s sense in it. Orcs don’t listen to talk, but they’ll listen to a boot in the jaw. Could be the cleanest way to fix this. Quick, bloody, and done.”

“The princess is right,” Skarviss hissed. “Orcs are bound by their code. If we win, they cannot touch us without earning dishonor. If we lose, then the question answers itself.”

“Lose and we’re all dead,” I muttered.

“Not if we choose the ground carefully,” Anastasia said quickly. “You wouldn’t walk into their stronghold without preparation. Everyone can do what they do best! Skarviss can scout, Skrit can do a little sneaking, Hilde guards your flank, and Caspian ensures we all leave alive. We use every advantage we have, and when the time comes, you make your challenge before their chieftain’s eyes.”

“You’d never make it past the valley,” the orc woman snorted. “Our camp isn’t for outsiders.”

“Oh, but you’ve already come here,” Anastasia said mildly, her smile cool. “So I imagine the path works both ways.”

That earned a flicker of obvious irritation from the orc, though she said nothing more. I exhaled slowly, and let the idea roll around in my head.

A duel.

Not a war, not a massacre, just one fight fought on their terms. It wasn’t the most elegant solution, but it was direct. I hummed thoughtfully, but Hilde quickly smacked my arm with the back of her hand.

“Yer thinkin’ about it,” she said with a smirk. “I can see the stupid idea growin’ behind yer eyes.”

“I’m thinking about how insane this is,” I replied.

“Aye,” she said cheerfully. “So ye’re thinkin’ about it.”

“There’s a precedent,” Skarviss mused as he lifted his head. “Long ago, dragons did not conquer by army alone. They challenged kings and champions, broke them, and then claimed their dominions by right of ssstrength. The orcs are not so different. It would be poetic, in a way.”

I looked toward the bound orcs again and saw that their eyes were still fixed on us as they watched the debate unfold, They didn’t speak, but I could see the flicker of something like respect in the larger one’s gaze now, like a grudging recognition that this was no ordinary mountain she’d run into.

“If Skrit sneaks, he can find out who’s biggest in their camp!” Skrit said as he rubbed his hands together. “Maybe chief! Maybe champion! Then big, shiny dragon knows who to punch first!”

“Who to punch first,” Hilde muttered. “Now there’s a proper war plan if I ever heard one.”

“It’ll be useful if we know who their champion is,” Anastasia noted. “We can tailor our approach, appear where they least expect it, and issue the challenge before they can deny us entry.”

“You realize that if this goes wrong, the orcs will rally their tribe,” Caspian sighed. “This entire mountain could burn when they breach the gates.”

“Then I guess we have to make sure it doesn’t go wrong,” Anastasia replied. “We’ll plan every step, every word, and make them believe we’re not to be messed with.”

“You’re starting to sound like one of usss,” Skarviss said as he inclined his head in approval.

“If you challenge our champion, you’ll die,” the smaller orc warned. “You don’t understand what you’re dealing with.”

“Then help us understand,” I said as I turned to face him. “Tell me who your champion is.”

The orc hesitated as his eyes darted toward his companion. The larger one bared her teeth in warning, but the scrawny orc swallowed and nodded to me.

“His name is Brakka,” the orc said. “He fought a troll bare-handed once, and not only did he live, he brought back the troll’s head! He’s strong, and he’s also… Creida’s cousin.”

“Perfect,” Hilde said with a grin. “Our dragon here can offend their entire bloodline.”

“Terrifying,” Caspian said.

“Fitting,” Anastasia said at the same time.

I ran a hand through my hair as I let the decision settle into me. Every instinct screamed that this was madness, but I knew I had to stand my ground against these orcs or we’d have to face them again.

“Alright,” I said finally. “We’ll prepare for a challenge. Skrit and Skarviss, you’ll scout the orc camp. Hilde, gather supplies. Caspian, make sure no one starves while we’re gone. Anastasia… You and I will plan what comes next. Meanwhile, these orcs stay here, so they can’t go back and alert the others of our plan.”

The group exchanged looks, but none of them argued. Even Caspian, though clearly uneasy, said nothing. For now, that would have to be enough. The orcs said nothing either, but as I turned to leave, the larger one called out after me, her voice thick with disbelief.

“You’re really going through with this?” she asked.

“If I’m going to be their dragon, I need to start acting like one,” I said without looking back.

The mountain felt different after that, charged with anticipation and the faint edge of unease that lingered in every corridor. Even the torches burned lower for the rest of that night, like they could sense that something was about to happen. I could feel the eyes of everyone on me as word of the duel spread through the mountain, and though no one openly questioned me, I could sense some tension running beneath their excitement. Some saw this as a chance for glory, others as a risk we couldn’t afford.

I didn’t blame them. I wasn’t sure which side of that line I stood on myself.

Anastasia met me in the war chamber later that night and spread a crude map of the valley across the stone table. The parchment was old, and the ink was smudged from what seemed to be decades of hands tracing the same paths, so I assumed Hilde or Skarviss must have provided it to her. She leaned over it, and the nearby lantern cast long shadows across her face.

“The orc settlement is here,” she said and tapped the map with a slender finger. “The valley road winds through here, and they’ve likely fortified the eastern entrance. They build around the rivers… they always have. It makes defense easier.”

She spoke with the kind of certainty that came from careful study rather than assumption. Her tone was calm and measured, even as the stakes towered above us both.

“If we want to reach Brakka without starting a chain of battles, we’ll need to slip through the western ridge,” she continued. “There’s very few guard posts, but the terrain is difficult.”

“That’s a polite way of saying I’ll be climbing rocks while Skrit complains in my ear,” I said as I leaned in closer.

“You’ve done worse,” she replied dryly.

The memory of the trials clung to me, and I laughed in agreement. The thought of walking willingly into another confrontation made my stomach twist, but Anastasia didn’t let me sit in that doubt for long, as she laid out details of the area and the tribe like puzzle pieces for me to connect.

She understood orc hierarchy to a level that was almost shocking, and she quickly explained how duels were sacred, overseen by their eldest members, and bound by blood law.

“If you issue the challenge before their people, Brakka can’t refuse,” she said. “And once it’s accepted, the fight must be one on one. If anyone interferes, they dishonor themselves.”

“So I just have to beat a troll killer in front of his entire tribe somehow,” I shuddered. “Sounds perfectly reasonable.”

“Better than waiting for a hundred of them to show up at your gates,” she said without missing a beat. “And you won’t be alone. We’ll all be there, and we’ll be able to guide you, even if we can’t help you directly.”

Hilde stomped in not long after, with a sack slung over one shoulder. She dumped it on the table with a thud and then smirked at me and Anastasia.

“Food, rope, water, and a spare axe, just in case one o’ us needs to knock sense into ye,” she said briskly, with the clear indication that she would be the one to wield it. “Skrit’s already talkin’ about paintin’ himself green and pretendin’ to be one of ‘em. Dunno if he realizes he’s green already, but he didn’t take no for an answer before he skittered off.”

“That’s concerning,” I said.

“Eh, a goblin could be doin’ worse,” Hilde replied. “Though if he comes back with orc ears over top of his giant stupid goblin ears, I’ll be the first to wallop him.”

Skarviss sauntered in then and looked around the room. The torchlight gleamed off his scales as he slithered closer to the table, and his eyes flicked across the map.

“I’ve been to their bordersss before,” he said. “They patrol the river and the edge, but the cliffs near the water are rarely guarded. The current below is strong enough to dissuade most intruders, and with luck, we can pass unnoticed.”

“With Skrit coming along, that’s not guaranteed,” Hilde muttered.

“We move at dusk, then,” Skarviss said. “When the wind blows down from the peaks, it masks sound and scent.”

“Right.” Anastasia nodded. “Orcs rely heavily on smell.”

Caspian drifted in quietly and hovered near the doorway. The mushroom was listening, though he didn’t speak right away. He seemed resigned to my decision, even if he didn’t approve of it.

“If you’re truly doing this, then at least promise you’ll avoid killing another creature if you can,” he urged. “Orc or not, bloodshed stains everyone.”

“I’ll try,” I said and tried not to smile.

I was worried about the orc spilling my blood, and yet, Caspian seemed more concerned that I’d kill someone. I had to admit, it felt good to know that someone thought I was a real threat to the orcs.

“Speaking of spilling blood,” Anastasia said as she looked up from the map. “How’s your sword fighting?”
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Chapter 13

I blinked in surprise and then shook my head.

“Abysmal,” I replied. “As in, I’ve never picked up a sword in my life, and I doubt I could master how to use one now.”

Anastasia stared at me for a long, weighted moment. When she finally spoke, it was in the same measured and calm tone she used while dissecting our battlefield plan.

“Then we’ll need to fix that,” she replied

I groaned inwardly. She said it with such certainty that for a moment, I almost believed her, before I was reminded of how slim my chances were that I could become a master swordsman in a night.

“Are you serious?” I chuckled.

“Deadly,” she replied.

“Ye might as well teach him somethin’, though he’ll not learn that quick,” Hilde snorted. “But at least he’ll be able to hold his own while we figure out what to do.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence,” I muttered.

“Just bein’ honest,” the dwarf insisted.

Hilde had a point. When it came to actually fighting this orc, my best bet would be to drag things out while my much more battle-experienced companions figured out how to defeat my target and then instructed me from the sidelines. I just needed to learn enough to stay alive, not to actually cut him down.

“We’ll need weapons,” Anastasia said and looked at Hilde.

“That you will,” the dwarf agreed and glanced at me. “Follow me.”

The weapons room was just down the hall, inside a very large chamber. The rack for blades was near the back, which seemed strange since I assumed it was the first weapon most creatures would reach for. I hung back as Hilde and Anastasia examined the weapons like they were selecting a jewel and not an instrument of death.

After a couple of minutes, Anastasia selected a simple, balanced longsword. She held it up as she tested its weight, and Hilde nodded in approval.

“This will do,” the princess said and tossed it to me with unsettling precision.

I caught it awkwardly as the hilt bit into my palm, and I nearly dropped it on the floor. It was heavier than I expected and far less forgiving. Anastasia’s lip twitched, though I couldn’t tell if it was in amusement or disappointment.

“You’ll get used to it,” she said. “Eventually.”

“We use the center of the room for training drills,” Hilde noted as she nodded toward the empty area in the center of the chamber.

“Right,” I sighed and walked toward the spot.

The chamber felt larger now that I was standing in the middle of it with a sword in hand and under the collective scrutiny of my companions. Even Caspian had drifted in from the corridor to watch my first attempts. Hilde leaned against the wall and smirked broadly, while Skarviss coiled into the far corner, though his eyes gleamed with interest. Anastasia, of course, had shifted into the role of an instructor as she walked over with a weapon of her own.

“I got to train with the palace guards occasionally,” she said. “They taught me plenty about fighting, even if I never really got to put it into action. Start with your stance. Feet apart, knees slightly bent.”

I tried to mimic the position she assumed, but it felt unnatural. My knees wobbled, my balance felt off, and on top of it all, the sword seemed determined to pull me sideways.

“Stop fighting your own center,” Anastasia said as she circled me like a hawk. “You’re holding tension in all the wrong places. Breathe. Every movement you make must serve a purpose.”

I inhaled and exhaled slowly like I was in a yoga class, all while I tried to steady the sword as if it were just a particularly heavy barbell. It helped, but only slightly.

“Better,” she murmured. “Now swing.”

The first attempt was, frankly, embarrassing. My arms flailed, and the blade sliced through the air unevenly. The sound was less of a swoosh and more of a clumsy whistle. Hilde snorted so hard that it echoed through the chamber like a laugh track.

“Ye swing like a baker kneadin’ dough,” she said and shook her head. “Only thing yer slicin’ with that, is bread, lad.”

Anastasia, to her credit, didn’t laugh, though her eyes betrayed a spark of amusement.

“Ignore her,” she said evenly. “Again.”

I swung again and again, and by the fifteenth try, my arms started to feel the burn. By the twentieth, my grip was slick with sweat. Anastasia’s voice remained steady through it all as she directed and corrected each swing.

The blade began to feel a little less like an alien object and more like an extension of my arm, though it was still clumsy and difficult to control. Soon, the words parry, pivot, and retreat, meant something more than just a line from an old movie, and even my breathing felt like part of the whole rhythm.

“Sword fighting isn’t just about physical strength,” Anastasia said as she adjusted my stance again. “It’s about timing and intention.”

She demonstrated with her own weapon, and her movements were so fluid they barely seemed possible. The sword hummed through the air as she cut invisible patterns.

“That’s how ye do it,” Hilde said in approval.

“You’ll never outmatch Brakka in raw power,” Anastasia noted and lowered her blade. “But you might be able to outthink him.”

Our training stretched late into the night. My muscles screamed and my hands burned as my mind blurred with exhaustion, but Anastasia refused to let me stop. She was a surprisingly merciless teacher despite her calm exterior, and when she finally called an end to the session, I nearly collapsed on the spot. My breath came in ragged gasps, and sweat rolled down my neck. Even the worst workouts I’d ever done couldn’t compare to this.

“You lasted longer than I thought you would,” she said. “That’s a start!”

“Aye, barely,” Hilde snorted from the corner.

“He’s learning,” Caspian said gently as he floated closer. “That’s more than most.”

The following morning began the same way, with a blade in my aching hand, and Anastasia giving commands. She didn’t bother with greetings, only motioned for me to start.

“How was your night?” I asked when I tried to distract her.

“I spent the entire night dreaming of knocking you on your ass,” she replied.

“That sounds vulgar for a princess,” I muttered in response.

My improvement came in inches, and it was hard-earned and painful. I could at least parry now without stumbling backward, and I could maintain my balance during the swings. Hilde joined another session later that evening, though her idea of instruction mostly involved swinging her axe at me without warning.

“If ye can dodge me, ye can dodge anything!” she declared cheerfully as I rolled out of the way for the third time. “If ye can’t, then we might as well give up on this duel thing now.”

“Inspiring,” I said between gasps. “Truly inspiring.”

“Yer welcome!” she replied.

Skarviss, who had arrived with Hilde, offered advice in the form of cryptic remarks that somehow sounded both wise and insulting.

“You move like prey,” he hissed as I struggled to block a feint. “Stop flinching from death… Invite it, then strike faster than it can claim you.”

I didn’t think I moved like prey, exactly, but I wasn’t surprised they saw me that way. I’d never even taken a self-defense class before, let alone joined a sport that required me to defend myself against an attack. But if I wanted to survive this, I needed to let go of my ego and not worry about how goofy I looked.

By the end of the third day, the bruises on my arms had become permanent residents. Anastasia’s relentless drilling had refined my movements into something more coordinated, and the sword no longer felt like it was dragging me down. Skrit, meanwhile, had become my personal cheerleader, or distraction, depending on the hour. He perched on different elevated points and clapped wildly whenever I didn’t fall over.

“See! He’s doing so well! Skrit is soooo impressed!” the little goblin yelled.

“Thank you, Skrit,” I said weakly.

Unfortunately, we didn’t have long before we needed to set out. The orcs would surely notice the absence of two of their thieves, and we needed to move before they decided to send more orcs to find them. By the end of the fourth day, we were preparing to set out, even if my swordsmanship didn’t feel entirely up to scratch.

Preparations for departure filled the following day as everyone moved just a little faster and spoke a little louder. Hilde oversaw the supplies for our short trip, while Skrit ran back and forth between the chambers with any items we decided to add to our packs and muttered about how he wanted a statue of himself when we returned. Anastasia checked maps and notes yet again, while Caspian moved quietly through the chaos to offer water and words of encouragement. Skarviss was nowhere to be seen most of the morning, though I assumed he was already scouting the lower ridges.

The mountain’s main hall had become a blur of movement and noise by midday. Goblins clambered up and down ledges as Anastasia tried to coordinate the group with Hilde’s assistance, and though both women commanded respect, even they couldn’t suppress the occasional goblin riot. I tried to stay out of their way for the most part, so Anastasia could establish her own position within the mountain’s residents.

It wasn’t until I heard Skrit’s distinctive shriek that I realized trouble was brewing again. The sound pierced through the chamber like an alarm bell, followed by frantic squeaking and the unmistakable hiss of a very irritated reptilian throat. I dropped what I was holding and sprinted toward the commotion, though I had to weave through dwarves and goblins, who were eager to run away from the argument.

The scene I arrived at could’ve been painted as a case study in mountain politics. Skrit was clinging to a table leg upside down, and a passing Lizardfolk loomed over him with its teeth bared. Funnily, this was probably the only Lizardfolk I’d seen in a main chamber aside from Skarviss. Maybe they weren’t particularly social creatures.

“Skrit didn’t mean it!” the goblin was wailing. “Skrit only said your tail looks silly because it’s true!”

“You insult my tail again, little vermin,” the lizard growled, “and I’ll be seeing how you taste when you’re roasted!”

I stepped in before he could make good on that promise.

“Alright, that’s enough!” I shouted loud enough to echo through the hall.

Both of them froze, Skrit mid-scream and the lizardfolk mid-lunge. I moved between them and raised both of my hands.

“What exactly is going on here?” I demanded.

“He insulted my tail!” the lizard hissed and flicked his tail in furious emphasis.

“It’s not my fault it looks like a wilted vine!” Skrit squeaked.

“Okay,” I said as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Let’s take a step back. No one’s eating anyone, not today.”

“He threatened me first!” Skrit protested. “Skrit was just talking!”

“You were mocking,” the lizard snarled.

“Complimenting!” Skrit yelled.

“That was not a compliment!” the lizard yelled back.

The argument spiraled into chaos again instantly. I stepped forward and placed a hand on the lizard’s arm. The scales were warm and rough under my palm, and the muscles beneath them were coiled tight as a bowstring.

“You know as well as I do that goblins talk too much,” I said quietly. “If you ate everyone that insulted you, there’d be no one left. You’ve got better things to do than bite an overgrown toddler, don’t you?”

Skrit whined in protest at the final comment, but the lizard hissed once more before he finally pulled back.

“You better keep that thing away from me,” he muttered. “Or next time, I’ll be eating first.”

He stalked off as his tail swayed irritably behind him. Skrit dropped from the table leg with a thud and dusted himself off with what little dignity he had left as the lizardfolk disappeared into the crowd.

“See!” the goblin gestured with both of his hands. “Skrit is innocent!”

“Innocent of common sense, maybe,” I said and crossed my arms. “You’re lucky he didn’t take your head off.”

“I am too valuable to eat!” Skrit puffed up as his enormous ears twitched indignantly. “Everyone loves Skrit!”

“Everyone tolerates Skrit,” Hilde said as she appeared beside us with a sack slung over her shoulder. “Nobody in this mountain has a very favorable view of goblins. Ye best be careful.”

“Everyone loves Skrit!” the goblin insisted.

Hilde gave me a look that said she’d been ready to let the lizard handle it. I just sighed and waved her off.

“We leave within the hour,” I said. “Try to make sure he doesn’t start any more fights.”

When I returned to the armory, I found Anastasia waiting by the table, her focus buried in the map. She didn’t look up as I entered, though she clearly had heard what happened.

“I heard the commotion,” she said simply. “Is everyone’s heads still attached to their bodies?”

“Thankfully,” I said. “Though I think I’ve lost a year of my life from the stress. Apparently, people really dislike the goblins, and I don’t think that the lizard-man was exaggerating when he threatened to eat Skrit.”

“That makes sense,” she murmured. “Most people don’t have a favorable view of goblins. I think people find them annoying as well as generally distrustful, and I imagine it’s the same here. Especially if they cause more trouble than they’re worth.”

“That’s kind of…” I sighed. “They’re not so bad. I spoke to them when I first got here, and I think they just weren’t given a proper chance to do anything they liked. They really did want to be helpful, in their own weird way.”

Anastasia looked up from the map then, and her expression softened just a hair. The torchlight traced faint gold lines against her cheekbones, which made her look like a Greek statue.

“You’re far more forgiving than most,” she replied as she studied me. “That might be what sets you apart from everyone else here. You have no preconceived notions of anyone, so you give them all equal chances. But forgiveness won’t always keep the peace. Goblins thrive in chaos. It’s in their nature to test limits, to see what happens when they press just a little too far. That’s what makes them useful, but also dangerous.”

“Well, I’ve seen the dangerous part,” I replied. “And I suppose they were useful when they caught the orcs…”

“Just don’t leave them unsupervised," she chuckled.

“I’m getting that impression,” I said as I leaned against the table. “Still, I don’t think Skrit means any harm. He’s just… Skrit. Loud, impossible, mildly deranged like the rest of them, but not malicious.”

“Chaos has its uses,” Anastasia murmured. “You just have to know where to apply it. Perhaps he’ll prove more valuable than anyone expects.”

“Assuming he doesn’t get eaten first,” I muttered.

That earned a small smile from her, the kind that didn’t quite reach her eyes but hinted at warmth all the same. It was strange to watch her adapt so quickly to life in this mountain. She took to it much faster than I had, but to be fair, she belonged to this world to begin with.

When we’d first met, she’d been poised and deliberate, a figure sculpted by courtly manners. She hadn’t lost that polish since she’d left the palace, but the pragmatism underneath was becoming more obvious. Maybe that was why I trusted her judgment so implicitly. She tapped the edge of the map again and snapped me out of my thoughts.

“The orc valley isn’t far,” she said. “We’ll need to move through the western ridges by dusk. Skarviss has already scouted ahead, and I assume he’s marking a safe path. The rest of us will follow at intervals to avoid being spotted in a group. Orcs see better in dim light than we do, so we’ll rely on Caspian for illumination once we’re in the lower passes.

I nodded slowly as I committed each detail to memory. I was lost in the map when I heard Hilde’s boots clank against the stone a few moments later, and when I looked up, I tried not to laugh.

She looked as though she’d been preparing for a siege rather than a scouting mission. Two axes hung from her belt, and she’d layered on so much armor, it was a wonder she could still walk.

“Everything’s ready,” she announced. “Some rations, weapons, rope. Caspian even packed a few jars o’ mushroom brew in case we need a pick-me-up. Ye sure ye don’t want to wait another day, though? Give yer arms a chance to stop shakin’?”

“I’ll manage,” I said, though she was right that my shoulders still throbbed from the training.

“You’ll recover,” Anastasia offered without looking up from the map.

Every so often the princess would make a small adjustment to the scrolls, whether that was to shift a mark, redraw a line, or add a note in her impossibly neat handwriting. It was all so methodical that I almost hesitated to interrupt. Although the rest of the hall buzzed with movement, she seemed wholly detached from it. Finally, she exhaled, rolled the parchment up with a crisp snap, and slipped the leather tie around it.

“If we’re doing this, we need to do it carefully,” she said. “No noise, firelight, or unnecessary stops. One mistake could cost us everything.”

“Ye talk like we’re about to infiltrate a bloody stronghold,” Hilde remarked as she sharpened one of her axes. “We’re sneaking through some rocks and mud, lass, not throwin’ a coup. I know we gotta be careful, but you don’t need to be so stressed about it.”

“Precision makes the difference between survival and disaster,” Anastasia replied, “not just in what we might encounter at the destination, but also during the journey. We don’t have enough information on what goes on around the orc camps to make guesses.”

Hilde sighed softly, but conceded.

“We’ll be limiting the number of bodies, I guess,” Caspian noted as he floated over to the table. “Too many feet makes too much noise.”

“We’ve already agreed,” Anastasia said in a slightly annoyed voice. “Just the six of us. You, me, Hilde, Skrit, Skarviss, and Micah.”

“I guess we’ll have to pack light,” I said. “No tents or anything.”

“Ye’ll regret that when it rains,” Hilde said.

“Then I guess we’d better hope for the best,” I sighed.

As the final preparations came together, the mountain itself seemed to grow restless. The goblins ran up and down corridors with bundles of rope and satchels, while they chattered in quick bursts. A pair of dwarves sharpened weapons in the side alcove, and the rhythmic scrape echoed through the stone like a heartbeat. Even the air felt tighter somehow, as if the mountain was holding its breath along with us. Skrit reappeared not long after, as he dragged a pack along the ground that was twice his size.

“Skrit is ready!” he announced proudly. “He packed food, rope, more food, and a rock for luck!”

“You packed a rock?” Anastasia asked and glanced at me.

“Yes! Rocks are strong!” Skrit clapped his hands together happily. “They don’t get eaten or burned or complain!”

“That’s because they’re rocks,” Anastasia said slowly, without any readable expression besides the faint twitch of her lips that betrayed amusement. “But if that brings you luck, then you should keep it.”

While the others busied themselves, I found a moment to wander toward one of the open corridors that looked out across the mountainside. The wind was sharp against my face and carried the scent of stone and distant pine. From here, I could see the faint glow of the valley beyond and torches burning through the mist like distant stars. I wasn’t sure what exactly they belonged to, but I quietly hoped it wasn’t the orcs.

“You’re quiet,” Anastasia whispered from behind me.

I nearly jumped out of my skin, but I turned around quickly to hide that. I found her leaning against the archway, with her arms crossed loosely over her stomach.

“I’m thinking,” I said. “I’m trying to decide whether following through with this plan makes me brave or stupid.”

“Why not both?” she asked as she stepped closer. “Sometimes the two are indistinguishable until afterward. That’s the philosophy my dad operates on, anyway.”

“You seem confident enough to be an expert on everything, even if I know you aren’t,” I smiled. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“Well, I haven’t done anything exactly like this.” Her gaze lingered on the horizon for a moment. “In the courts of the realm, every battle is waged with words, so I’ve mastered the art of presentation. You can’t bleed from the blows, but they can still kill. This is cleaner, in a way.”

“Cleaner?” I echoed.

“At least when steel speaks, you know where you stand,” she said. “You either win, or you don’t. You don’t have to wait and see what happens, months or even years later.”

The simplicity of that truth made something in me settle. For all the chaos surrounding this plan, there was an undeniable clarity to it. One duel, with one outcome. And maybe, if we were lucky, that would mean peace.

When the final hour before departure arrived, the mountain grew eerily quiet. The goblins had retreated to their warrens, the dwarves to their forges, and even the torches along the corridors burned lower. I stood with Hilde and Anastasia at the entrance hall as Caspian and Skrit finished tying down the last packs.

Skarviss appeared from the shadows soon after, and his scales flamed faintly in the torchlight. He nodded to me and then pointed toward the lower valley

“The way is clear,” he said. “No orc patrols within the outer ridges, and although there issss a lucky fog rolling in, it will not last long. We must move soon if we wish to remain unsssseen.”

“Then we leave at first light,” I nodded. “I assume the mountain paths wouldn’t be great to travel in the darkness.”

“Ssssmart,” Skarviss inclined his head slightly, his tongue flicking once in acknowledgment. “The mountain will test you before the orcs ever do.”

We took our final meal that night in near silence. Caspian served bowls of mushroom stew, and though the taste was earthy and strange, no one complained. Even Skrit, who at this point had established himself as a one goblin orchestra of chaos, ate quietly, while his ears twitched in rhythm with his spoon.

When the bowls were empty, we gathered near the fire pit in the main hall. It burned low, and the embers cast a dull red glow across the stone floor.

“This is it,” Anastasia said as she looked around at our ragtag band. “Once we leave, we’re either going to come back with this done, or not at all.”

“And if we fail?” Caspian frowned.

“We won’t,” I answered quickly.

The fire crackled between us and scattered sparks into the air. For a brief moment, everything felt still, from the mountain to the air, and even the noise in my head. Tomorrow, we’d be out there in the open, beyond the safety of the mountain or even the guarantee of the king’s trials. Tomorrow, the real test would begin.

When dawn came, it broke with a whisper rather than a roar. The sky was bruised with gray, and the fog that Skarviss had mentioned hugged the mountain’s edge like smoke. We gathered our gear in silence, and then Caspian’s glow provided the only real light as we passed through the lower tunnels. The world narrowed to the rhythm of our footsteps.

The entrance to the ridge came into view at last, in the shape of a massive stone arch carved by both hands and the passage of time. The air that met us was cold and sharp, and the world seemed to fall away beneath the fog.

“Well,” Hilde muttered as she tightened her grip on the axe. “Let’s go give those damned orcs somethin’ to talk about.”

And with that, we left the mountain behind. It faded behind us, and each step away from its shelter felt heavier than the last. It felt odd to think of the mountain as a place of comfort or at least safety, but then, there weren’t orcs prowling the tunnels.

Or so I hoped.

The morning fog clung to the jagged stones and curled in soft tendrils around our boots as we descended the narrow ridge. Caspian’s glow was dimmer now, and the faint pulse of moving light was our only guide along the path.

My breath clouded the air in pale bursts, and the weight of my pack pressed between my shoulder blades with a surprising weight. The path was little more than a cracked spine of rock that dropped away on either side into mist and shadow, and every few steps, loose gravel skittered off the side and into the abyss.

Hilde led the way, sure and steady even in the mist, while Skrit scampered close behind me, while he hummed something tuneless under his breath. Anastasia and Skarviss took turns at the front with Hilde to help navigate, but otherwise, they stayed closer to the middle.

Wind howled through the crevices and carried the low groan of shifting stone. The world beyond the mountain was brutal and open, and although it was beautiful, I couldn’t stop thinking about the dangers that lay ahead, and what it meant not just for me, but for those with me.

I glanced around at our little party when we reached a flatter portion of the ridge. My eyes first went to Anastasia, who walked a few paces ahead of me as her pale blue cloak flowed in the gusts like a banner. Skarviss moved almost silently at the edges of the middle, and his sinuous form blended unnervingly well into the mist. And then there was Skrit, who continued his surprising silence from the night before, dulled down to a few occasional nervous murmurs.

Hilde set a relentless pace at the front, and for someone with shorts legs and wearing what looked like half a forge’s worth of armor, she moved faster than I would’ve thought possible. The dwarf seemed to know every handhold and foothold by instinct, as though she’d walked this path a hundred times before. Just like Anastasia, she exuded an easy confidence that I envied as I slipped and stumbled over the rocks

“Keep yer weight forward, not back,” she muttered over her shoulder once when I stumbled on a slick rock. “Leanin’ backward’ll just get ye killed quicker.”

I tried to follow her advice, though every step felt like a negotiation between gravity and panic. The drop beside us was dizzying, and the fog only made it harder to navigate through, even if it did hide our movements.

The terrain changed after a few hours, and it now sloped downward into sharper ridges lined with jagged outcrops of slate. The air was damp and heavy with the scent of earth and moss, and even the sound of our boots had shifted, from less crunching to more squelching. Water trickled somewhere close by, though the stream seemed to stay hidden beneath the stones.

Caspian’s light reflected faintly off the wet rock and turned the path ahead into a corridor of faint gold light. The effect was beautiful, in that eerie, dangerous sort of way. I could almost forget what we were walking toward. Almost.

Anastasia called for a brief halt when the path widened near a crooked cluster of boulders.

“Five minutes,” she announced just loudly enough to be heard over the wind.

Hilde happily complied and dropped her pack immediately as she muttered something about her knees not being what they used to be. Skrit threw himself down theatrically with a groan, while Skarviss slithered partway up the side of a boulder and kept watch with narrowed eyes. I took the chance to drink from the canteen that had been packed, and though the water was lukewarm and tasted faintly of iron, it felt incredibly refreshing after the long walk.

“Skrit thinks this fog is scary,” the goblin said. “It’s so quiet. The air smells weird.”

“Just because the air doesn’t smell like goblin sweat, doesn’t mean it’s bad, buddy,” I said. “But if you’re really scared, just keep staying behind us.”

“But what if something comes to grab Skrit and nobody notices?” the goblin said meekly and looked at me with sad eyes.

“You should walk between me and Anastasia then,” I suggested.

“Well, Skrit doesn’t want to separate the dragon and his first wife…” The goblin paused, but just before I was able to offer any words of encouragement, he shook his head and then grinned. “But if dragon tells me to, how can I say no!”

When we started moving again, the light had shifted subtly, though the sun was still barely visible beneath the heavy gray sky. Time was slippery out here, and I found myself counting my steps just to have something to hold onto.

The path began to narrow again as it curled along the mountain’s side like a scar. Below us, I could see hints of a wide expanse of valley, though we couldn’t see far enough in the fog to make out any details. The air carried the smell of smoke, though, and that set my stomach on edge. Anastasia noticed, too, and she slowed down long enough to raise one hand slightly to signal for caution.

We descended another stretch in silence. The fog began to thin, at least, as it was peeled away in uneven wisps that revealed flashes of brown and green below. Sparse trees clung to the slopes, bent and twisted by years of harsh wind. Somewhere in the distance, something howled, though it wasn’t from any animal I recognized. Caspian’s light dimmed almost to nothing instinctively, while Skarviss turned his head toward the sound as his tongue flicked in the air.

“Not close,” he whispered, “but not far enough.”

Hilde muttered something under her breath that sounded like a curse, but Anastasia pressed on without a word.

As the slope grew steeper, the stones became looser underfoot. I almost lost my footing twice and caught myself only because Hilde barked at me to ‘watch yer damn step’. My thighs burned, and my palms stung from clutching at jagged rock. Every few minutes, Skrit would scurry ahead and then back again as if unable to decide whether bravery or self-preservation should win.

By midday, the fog began to break completely to reveal more of the world below. Hills formed an uneven pattern that led down into a sprawling basin that stretched as far as I could see. It was ugly in a strange, mesmerizing way, and I wondered what had created it.

The earth was scarred and pitted with old fire marks and veins of dark soil that split through gray stone. Smoke curled faintly from somewhere deeper in the valley, though it was too faint to tell whether it was from cooking fires or something worse. Anastasia stopped at the crest of the ridge and crouched as she signaled for the rest of us to do the same.

We ducked behind a rock outcropping as the wind shifted. The faint scent of ash carried up from below, mingled with something that might have been oil or blood. Caspian’s glow flickered nervously, a reflection of the fear the rest of us felt.

I found my own heartbeat quickening, not because of the climb this time, but because we were close enough now to sense movement around us. I could almost feel something distant, heavy, and rhythmic in the air, and I shuddered as the rhythm seemed to catch me for a moment.

Anastasia crept forward until she could peer over the ridge. Hilde followed quietly, while Skarviss and I scanned the ridgeline for any sign of an orc scouting party.

“We’ve found them,” Anastasia whispered.

I crept forward, and when I was close enough to glance over the edge, I saw the valley below was filled with orcs.

“Holy crap,” I muttered as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

The camp was sprawled across the basin like a wound in the earth, and it was filled with tents made from hide and teeth, fires that crackled in deep pits, and massive wooden barricades that formed rough perimeters. The smoke rose thick and steady, and the metallic clang of weapons carried up to our position.

Even from this distance, I could make out the shapes of the orcs. They were tall and broad, and some wore armor that looked like it had been scavenged from a dozen different sources. They worked in groups as they moved supplies, sharpened blades, and tended to beasts that looked to be half-wolf and half-nightmare.

“Bloody hells,” Hilde murmured. “I don’t know about the rest of ye, but that was a lot more than I expected.”

Anastasia merely nodded, though her eyes were locked on the largest tent in the center of the camp. A banner of deep crimson, stained darker near the bottom, hung along one side of the tent, and the crest seemed to be a black handprint over a circle of bones.

“That’s him,” the princess whispered. “Brakka. It has to be.”

“Skrit does not like this,” the little goblin groaned. “Skrit wants to go home.”

“Ye and me both,” Hilde muttered. “But it’s a bit late for that now.”-

“We’ll make camp higher up on one of these ridges tonight,” Anastasia said as she eased behind the rock again. “It’s too exposed to move closer during daylight.”

No one argued as we turned away from the edge. The silence wasn’t peaceful, but more like a tightly-wound spring that was just waiting to be unleashed.

The climb to the next ledge was shorter but far rougher, thanks to the uneven ground and sharp stones that bit through our shoes. My legs felt like lead by the time we reached a narrow plateau surrounded by jutting spires of stone that Hilde deemed good enough for a night’s rest. That sounded more like wishful thinking to me, but it was better than stumbling around in the dark.

The temperature dropped fast as evening bled into the valley below. Shadows stretched long and thin as they swallowed the edges of the landscape. From here, we could still see the faint glow of the orc fires in the distance, which flickered like embers under the gray sky. I found myself staring at them for far too long as I imagined the noise, the smell, and the heat of it all. My chest tightened at the thought of walking into the chaos to fight with a sword I barely knew how to use, but there was nowhere else to go now.

Anastasia moved quietly around the small camp as she checked each pack. When that was done, she adjusted her cloak a few times, and though we barely knew each other, I could tell her mind was racing. This would be the first time she was up close and personal with the action, and I desperately hoped she wouldn’t take one close look at the orcs and decide she preferred life in the palace after all because I couldn’t do this without her.

But I’d already seen how steady she was, so I doubted a few orcs would scare her away. She just wasn’t the type to give up, even when faced with something hideously terrible.

Hilde set a perimeter of stones as Skrit curled up near Caspian. The goblin clutched his rock like a child with a stuffed toy, while the mushroom hummed quietly. Skarviss had vanished again, though I had no doubt he was lingering somewhere close, where he could watch the valley from the shadows.

I sat beside Anastasia when the others finally began to settle. She didn’t look at me at first as she spread the map over her knees. It was impossible to see it, but she still squinted at the lines.

“It looks a lot more intimidating up close,” I said quietly.

“It usually does,” she answered. “But sometimes the worst view is the clearest one.”

The fires below flared brighter for a moment as the wind shifted, and we both watched the valley and its occupants for a moment. It was actually pleasant, as long as you ignored the fact that we were staring at an orc encampment, and I would’ve enjoyed that moment with my first wife, except I heard a sound.

It was soft and uneven at first, like stones had shifted underfoot. At first, I thought it was the wind playing tricks again as it scraped along the ridge and echoed through the gaps in the rock. But then, Hilde’s head snapped up.

She froze as one hand drifted to her axe, and her eyes narrowed toward the darkness beyond the perimeter. The dwarf’s instincts were quicker than any of ours, and if she was wary of something, it probably meant the rest of us should be on alert as well.

“Did ye all hear that?” she murmured.

“How far was it?” Anastasia asked as she looked up sharply from the map.

“Close,” Hilde replied. “Too close.”

The hair on the back of my neck prickled as I held my breath and waited for the sound to return.

At first, there was only the faint whistle of the mountain air and the occasional flicker of Caspian’s glow. Then, unmistakably, came another scrape of metal against stone, followed by a low grunt. It was heavy and deliberate, and it was moving uphill.

Skrit sat up like a startled rabbit, and his oversized ears twitched violently.

“Skrit hears it, too!” the goblin hissed. “Skrit definitely hears it! Someone’s coming!”
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Chapter 14

The entire camp seemed to hold its breath. Even the wind stilled as though the mountain was waiting to see what would happen next. Hilde crouched low beside one of the boulders, with her hand wrapped around the handle of her axe and the blade angled toward the sound. Anastasia rose quietly to her feet, though her cloak whispered softly against the rock as she positioned herself between Caspian and the noise. I found my own fingers had tightened into a fist, and I suddenly longed for the weight of a sword.

The sound came again, closer this time. Something heavy shifted against the gravel, followed by a faint, rhythmic huffing that could’ve been a breath.

The only movement from our side came from Skrit, who inched backward until he half-disappeared behind Hilde as he clutched his rock of luck like it might save his soul. His wide eyes glinted with panic in the dim light as they darted between the darkness and our small circle of half-readied weapons. Skarviss was nowhere to be seen, but I could hear a faint hiss somewhere behind me that I took as a warning.

I raised my hand to signal for silence, though I wasn’t sure anyone needed the reminder. The sound of boots, or maybe something heavier, crunched closer until I could make out the faint silhouette of a massive figure emerging from the fog.

The shape was enormous, and I wasn’t sure it was even real. Broad shoulders hunched beneath thick furs, and horns curved slightly from its head. The faint shimmer of metal was caught in Caspian’s dim light, though the brute didn’t seem to notice. Hilde muttered something that sounded far from complimentary as my pulse thudded painfully against my ribs.

There was no mistaking that shape now. It was an orc, and though it might have been alone, it was still an orc.

My stomach twisted into a knot. If it shouted or called for others, we’d be overrun before we could even draw our next breath. The orc’s footsteps slowed as he reached the edge of our camp. He was massive up close at a towering seven feet tall, and his skin was the color of tarnished bronze. He had a thick head of dark hair tied into a knot behind his head that was almost as big as his head itself. His armor looked as if it had been scavenged from a dozen different battlefields, dented and mismatched, yet somehow still functional.

He held a massive cleaver in one hand that could’ve easily cut me in half. His other hand was raised lazily and rubbed at the back of his neck as though he’d been walking for a while and was ready for the chance to sit down.

Hilde stepped forward first as she drew her axes.

“Move another step, and I’ll cut yer legs out from under ye,” she growled.

The orc froze and then blinked as he looked down at the dwarf.

“Oh,” he said after a moment, his tone surprisingly casual. “Uh, sorry about that. Didn’t mean to startle anyone.”

The words sounded so absurd, that for a long second, no one reacted. The orc glanced around at the circle of drawn weapons and then scratched his head awkwardly.

“You folks travelers, then?” he asked in a friendly voice. “Didn’t think anyone came this way anymore. Roads are all busted to hell.”

“Yer a long way from home, orc,” Hilde grumbled without lowering her axes. “Ye expect us to believe ye just wandered into our camp?”

The orc blinked again.

“Well, yeah,” he said simply. “I mean, I smelled stew. You folks cooking something?”

The orc’s voice had an odd lilt to it and not the gruff bark I’d expected. He sounded more like a cheery bard than a bloodlusting creature. His enormous frame blocked out what little light Caspian offered, and the fog behind him made him look like he’d stepped out of a nightmare, yet he didn’t seem very interested in killing us.

I looked over at Caspian, who shrugged helplessly. There was no stew in sight.

“If you smelled something, it definitely wasn’t coming from our camp,” I said slowly.

“It’s a pretty cold night to not have any stew going,” the orc sighed and crossed his arms. “Aren’t you all hungry?”

We all stayed silent for a moment. Hilde’s knuckles whitened around her axes, and Anastasia’s eyes flicked between the orc’s stance and the cleaver hanging casually from his grip. Even Skrit, who’d usually be shouting by now, was utterly still as he tried to blend into the nearest rock.

The orc tilted his head and squinted at us. He looked both surprised and disappointed, but still no bloodlust appeared on his face.

“Really no stew, huh?” he repeated with a thoughtful frown. “Shame. Could’ve sworn I caught a whiff of mushrooms or something hearty. Maybe it’s just me. My nose hasn’t been the same since the frostbite incident.”

He tapped the side of his face, where a long scar traced down his cheek like a crack in pottery. The motion was surprisingly gentle, and his massive fingers brushed the mark with something almost like nostalgia.

“You ever lose a chunk of your nose to winter?” the orc asked with a smile.

“What?” Hilde blinked, caught between outrage and confusion. “What in the nine hells are ye on about?”

“Just asking,” the orc sighed and shook his head. “I try to make conversation, and people get so tense about it. Anyway, sorry to intrude. I’ll just… stand over here until you folks calm down. No sudden movements, I promise.”

He took one enormous, lumbering step backward, hands raised in mock-surrender. The gravel crunched under his boots, and I half-expected him to draw the cleaver, but instead, he stuck it in the ground beside him like a walking stick. The absurdity of the gesture broke the tension in my chest just enough for me to breathe again. Anastasia’s brow furrowed as she watched the orc.

“What are you doing up here?” she asked carefully. “The ridges aren’t exactly a happy stroll away from your people’s valley.”

“Oh, well, I’ve been away for a while.” The orc grinned, and his teeth caught the firelight. “I was just making my way back to the valley when I stumbled upon you lovely folk. I’m, uh…”

The orc paused as we all looked at him expectantly. He hemmed and hawed for another moment, then smiled widely.

“I’m Brokk!” he said happily. “Well, you don’t look like soldiers, which is good. Or raiders. Or bandits. That’s nice, I think. Most people I run into out here are either trying to rob me, or stab me, or both, usually in that order.”

He sighed dramatically, like this was an everyday inconvenience for him rather than a concerning occurrence.

“But you folks look civilized!” he continued. “The lady with the shiny cloak, the glowing ball guy, and that snake fellow. Good company!”

“You would do well not to call me a ssssnake,” Skarviss hissed in a tone that was obviously displeased, every syllable drawn out like a warning.

“Oh, my mistake,” Brokk said quickly and raised his hands. “Lizard? Crocodile? No offense meant either way. You look very dignified, if that helps at all.”

“It does not,” Skarviss replied coldly.

Unfazed, Brokk smiled anyway, like he’d just received a compliment. The easy manner in which he spoke made it hard to pin down what he wanted, or if he even wanted anything at all. His demeanor was strange, disarming even, though it didn’t hide the sheer danger he posed. The cleaver might have been resting in the ground, but it was as tall as Hilde, and one swing could end this conversation in a very permanent manner.

Brokk shifted his weight, so his boots scraped softly against the gravel, and then he smiled over at the fire.

“I don’t suppose you folks plan to have any stew going, do you?” he asked again, which must have been the hundredth time he had mentioned stew already. “Because I happen to carry a little supply of things that could make quite a hearty pot.”

Hilde’s eyes narrowed, Anastasia’s lips pressed into a thin line, and Skarviss hissed slowly as his body coiled like a spring. Even Caspian, usually oblivious to nuance, tilted toward the orc to examine him closely. Something about the way Brokk carried himself, big, lumbering, and unguarded, set him apart from what we expected of an orc. Skrit’s breath caught as if he hadn’t fully decided whether this was an encounter to panic over or gawk at.

Brokk crouched low, rested his massive hands on his knees, and looked up at us with a grin that stretched nearly from ear to ear.

“Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll cook you all a bit of stew. It’ll warm the bones, fill your stomachs, and keep the frost out of your noses.”

The offer sounded absurd coming from someone who could probably squash any of us. Hilde’s axes didn’t lower immediately, but there was a subtle easing in the way her stance shifted, and a fraction of begrudging trust crept in. I glanced at Anastasia, whose brow remained furrowed but whose posture suggested she was considering it. Caspian tilted the light down toward a pile of gathered kindling and shrugged.

Skrit’s hands flexed nervously, and Skarviss, meanwhile, continued to hover in place as his tail flicked with mild irritation as he weighed the orc’s intentions. Brokk clapped his hands together with a booming slap.

“No tricks or funny business,” he assured us. “Just stew. You’ll see.”

“What ingredients ye bring, then?” Hilde’s voice was low and measured, but tinged with a reluctant curiosity. Dwarves did like to eat and drink, so maybe the way to her heart in this case really would be through her stomach. “And don’t tell me ye think we’ll eat any suspicious ‘valley herbs’.”

“Nothing like that, I promise,” Brokk chuckled. “Just a few root veggies, some dried mushrooms, and a chunk of preserved meat. Nothing fancy, but it’ll be hearty, and warm.”

The orc’s grin widened. I noticed Skrit inching toward the campfire as the goblin glanced between the orc and our cautious circle. Caspian moved slightly to make space for Brokk, who gave a nod of thanks. Even Hilde shifted her weight as her eyes flicked between Brokk’s hands and the ground. The fog curling around the ridge seemed to lighten now, and some of the ominous energy faded away with it.

Brokk knelt next to the fire as he dug into his pack with hands that could crush stones, Yet, he handled the ingredients he pulled out as carefully as if they were delicate porcelain. A bundle of root vegetables appeared first, followed by a few dried mushrooms tied together with string, and finally a chunk of salted meat wrapped in cloth all came out one by one.

“Nothing like a good stew to bring people together," he said cheerfully as he tossed the bundle into a small pot that Caspian had retrieved.

I leaned slightly forward as curiosity won over caution. Anastasia’s cloak brushed softly against the ground as she knelt to help, though I also saw her inspecting the ingredients with a critical eye, probably to make sure nothing was poisonous. Skrit hovered nearby, obviously torn between fear and fascination.

The smell of cooked meat and earthy mushrooms began to rise from the fire and blend with the pine-scented night air. Even Skarviss uncoiled slightly as his tongue tasted the air. Brokk hummed as he stirred, though that felt absurd for someone of his appearance.

Steam rose from the small pot and curled around Brokk’s massive forearms, until the smell eventually hit us in waves of warmth. I could feel my stomach tighten in anticipation, and I suddenly realized just how hungry I really was. The night held a gentle hush around us, punctuated only by the crackle of the fire and the soft clink of Brokk’s cooking. When Brokk adjusted the pot slightly, his large hands surprisingly nimble for someone built like a truck, I caught the smell of salt, herbs, and something faintly sweet.

“You’ve got to be patient with stew,” Brokk said conversationally. “Rush it, and you ruin the whole thing. Just like life. I’ve made a lot of bad stews… Burnt some, oversalted others. I even managed to set one on fire once.”

“How do you set stew on fire?” Skrit’s ears twitched, his voice full of disbelief.

“Grease,” Brokk said as he shrugged those massive shoulders. “And a moment’s inattention. I turned away for one second, and boom, the entire pot was gone. It took me a week to scrub all the smell off.”

Skrit giggled nervously, and the sound broke the last thread of tension in the air. Hilde snorted and shook her head, and even Anastasia’s expression softened as the faintest ghost of a smile flickered and died just as quickly as it appeared. The orc’s strange charm was disarming us more effectively than his cleaver.

He stirred once more and then pulled a small spoon from his pouch and dipped it into the stew. He tasted it carefully and then nodded to himself in satisfaction.

“There we go,” Brokk said proudly. “Almost ready. Just needs a few more minutes to thicken.”

His tone carried the easy assurance of a man who had done this a thousand times before. He looked over at Hilde, and raised a brow.

“You look like someone who knows a good meal when she sees one,” he said cheerfully. “Dwarves always do. Would you like a taste?”

“Ye can keep yer flattery,” Hilde grumbled, though she moved a little closer to the pot. “But if ye’re poisonin’ us, I’ll make sure yer stew’s the last thing ye ever cook.”

“Fair deal!” Brokk laughed, and the sound boomed around us. “But if I kill you all, I won’t have anyone left to share with. Seems wasteful.”

“That’s not the kind of humor I’d recommend using right now,” Anastasia replied as her gaze sharpened.

“Sorry, sorry,” Brokk said quickly and held up his hands again. “Just trying to lighten the mood. You all look like you’ve been marching with a million rocks on your shoulders. Must be heading somewhere important, huh?”

“Doesn’t concern ye,” Hilde said simply.

The dwarf shot Brokk another doubtful look, but when he offered her the spoon, she accepted it and stuck it in her mouth. We all leaned forward just a little to see her reaction, which she had none of for the first thirty seconds.

Her expression remained unreadable as she chewed slowly, though her brow furrowed in what looked like deep concentration. The rest of us watched her in tense silence, as though the fate of the entire night depended on her verdict.

The crackle of the fire filled the void between us, and Brokk waited with the patience of a saint, hands clasped in front of him, and an unwavering grin plastered on his face. Finally, she swallowed, licked her lips once, and gave a single, curt nod.

“It’s… not bad,” she admitted.

That, coming from someone who was as habitually doubtful as Hilde, might as well have been a full-blown confession of admiration. Brokk’s face lit up immediately, and he actually chuckled.

“Not bad?” he said incredulously as he placed a hand dramatically over his heart. “That’s the highest praise I’ve had in months! Most people just grunt and ask for seconds… but you know what they say! Dwarves never lie about food or beer. I’ll take that as a win.”

“Don’t push yer lack.” Hilde wiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she glared at the orc. “Ye’ve earned just about enough goodwill for the night.”

Brokk chuckled, clearly delighted. He began to ladle out portions for the rest of us, carefully and steadily, like he was serving something sacred rather than stew for a bunch of strangers.

Anastasia accepted her bowl without a word but studied it carefully before taking a cautious sip. Her eyes softened almost immediately, though she didn’t say anything. Caspian’s glow brightened faintly as the mushroom lifted his portion closer, and the light refracted through the rising steam like misty glass. Skarviss took a bowl and quietly slunk away to a corner of the camp to eat in peace. Skrit took his bowl last, and the goblin sniffed it suspiciously before he dipped a hesitant spoon into the thick broth.

The silence that followed was different this time, less wary and more reflective. The only sounds were the clink of spoons and the soft hum of Brokk’s low hum that seemed to be some old mountain tune that sounded both mournful and comforting.

The stew, much to my surprise, was incredible. The flavors were earthy and deep, and the meat was tender despite its obvious age. It was the kind of meal that felt like it belonged beside a warm hearth, not halfway up a mountain overlooking a valley crawling with orcs. The warmth spread through my limbs and dulled the ache in my shoulders from the climb. For a brief moment, I could almost forget where we were.

Anastasia set her bowl down first and rested her elbows on her knees as she looked at Brokk carefully.

“You said you’ve been away from the valley,” she said casually. “How long?”

“Oh, a while now,” Brokk scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Hard to keep track. Moons blur together when you don’t sleep under the same sky twice. Long enough that most of the familiar faces down there have probably changed.”

“Then you wouldn’t know what’s been happening recently,” Anastasia pressed. “The current political climate?”

The orc’s brow furrowed in thought, and he leaned back on one massive hand as he stared into the fire as though it might help him piece the past together. The flickering orange light painted deep shadows across his face that caught the small nicks and scars that mapped the years of hard living on his face.

“No, can’t say I’ve heard much,” he admitted after a moment. “I try to keep to myself these days. Easier that way. Fewer… unpleasant surprises. The things they used to have me do weren’t exactly what I wanted to do, you know? I didn’t want to stay around that.”

His voice carried a tone that wasn’t exactly regret, but something close to it, like a man who had made peace with loneliness because it was safer than company. The wind shifted then, and a few stray sparks leaped forward to illuminate his profile. For the first time since he’d appeared, the humor drained from his eyes, to be replaced by something older and far more serious.

Anastasia studied him closely as though trying to read the truth behind the words. She seemed to be watching him like a puzzle to be solved.

“Keeping to yourself,” I said softly. “That doesn’t sound like the orcs I’ve heard about. The stories I’ve heard say orcs prefer each other’s company. Loud, violent, and excessive company.”

Brokk chuckled and shook his head. He stared into the fire a moment longer, and then his eyes drifted to the orc camp in the valley

“You’re not wrong,” he replied. “But not all of us want a life full of shouting, battles of strength, and endless brawls. I like the quiet, and I like stew. I like walking until the world feels big again. The clan doesn’t have much room for that kind of thinking.”

Hilde arched a brow as she tossed her empty bowl into the dirt with a soft clatter. The motion caught everyone’s attention, and we turned to look at the dwarf.

“Not many orcs go wanderin’ on purpose,” Hilde said bluntly. “It kind of sounds like ye were exiled.”

“Maybe I was. Maybe I wasn’t. Depends on how you look at it.” He picked up a stray twig and tossed it into the fire, then watched it snap and curl. “Let’s just say I didn’t agree with how things were going down there. Too much blood, and not nearly enough common sense.”

The dwarf grunted in what sounded like approval, like that answer had earned him some faint measure of respect. She watched the orc for a moment longer and then nodded.

“Aye, I’ll drink to that,” she sighed. “If we had drink, that is.”

“I’ve got some dried mead powder in my pack,” Brokk offered immediately as he perked up. “You just add water, and…”

“Don’t even think about it,” Hilde cut in sharply. “Mead’s not something ye should half-ass.”

“I’m a very responsible brewer, I’ll have you know.” Brokk gave her a wounded look, and his lower lip jutted out in mock-offense. “My last batch only made three people sick, and that was mostly because of the mushrooms.”

Skrit made a strangled sound somewhere between a gasp and a squeak as he clutched his bowl tighter.

“Skrit does not like that number,” the goblin muttered. “Three is more than enough to be a curse.”

“Relax,” Brokk laughed. “You’ll live. Probably.”

Despite herself, Anastasia’s lip twitched faintly as if holding back a smile. There was something so bizarre about this whole situation of an orc sitting cross-legged by our fire, while he told jokes about poisoned mead. The absurdity began to settle into something almost comforting and the kind of strange that, somehow, felt nice.

Brokk leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees as his grin softened into something more thoughtful. The firelight carved deep shadows into his face, and I could see the faint twitch of muscle beneath his eye as he stared into the flames.

“You all look like you’ve seen a fair bit yourselves,” he said at last, his voice quieter than before as his gaze flicked between Hilde’s stoic posture, Anastasia’s sharp focus, Caspian’s quiet glow, and finally landed on me. “You, especially. You’ve got that look.”

“What?” I muttered in surprise. “What look?”

“The kind that says you’re not sure if you belong with the rest of them," Brokk said simply. “Trust me, I know that look better than anyone.”

“You’re awfully observant for someone who’s supposedly been avoiding people,” I sighed.

“Avoiding doesn’t mean I stopped paying attention,” he chuckled. “You learn a lot when no one’s looking at you. The trick is figuring out who’s dangerous and who’s just pretending to be.”

“Sounds like experience talkin’,” Hilde muttered. “Ye been on the wrong end of a bad guess?”

“Once or twice,” Brokk admitted with a shrug. “Once, it was a troll that stole my boots. Another time, it was a merchant who sold me a cursed ladle. Don’t ask.”

“A cursed ladle?” Skrit echoed. “How can ladles be cursed?”

“Trust me, it’s possible,” Brokk said gravely as he pointed a thick finger at the goblin. “Every time I used it, the stew would turn blue and taste sour. You try eating sour blue stew for a week and see if you don’t start hearing ghosts in your stomach.”

Skrit looked horrified, which only made Brokk grin wider. The tension that had hung so heavily before had dissolved almost entirely now, replaced by the faint hum of shared warmth. Still, beneath the laughter, something about him stayed measured.

I pretended not to notice, but it was hard to ignore how heavy his gaze felt when it landed on Anastasia. There was a hint of something there that almost looked like understanding. When she noticed, she met it without flinching. Neither of them looked away for several moments, and the air between them tightened like pulled thread.

“So,” Brokk said with false cheer, “what brings such an odd little group up to this godsforsaken ridge? Not many travelers come this high without a reason.”

“Business,” Anastasia said flatly.

“Dnagerous business,” Hilde added. “Not yer kind.”

“Seems like the dangerous kind always finds me, whether I want it to or not,” Brokk chuckled.

His tone was light, but something about it felt deeper than the words implied. He picked up a piece of kindling and poked at the embers, which sent a small plume of sparks spiraling upward into the cold night air.

“You said you didn’t like what was happening in the valley before you left,” Caspian said as he drifted closer. “What exactly is happening down there?”

Brokk hesitated as his eyes flicked toward the edge of the ridge. He stared at the faint orange glow for a moment before he turned back to the Sporefolk.

“I’m sure you can see the fires,” he said at last. “Fires mean one of two things, usually. Feasts or funerals. Lately, it’s been more of the latter.”

“What do you mean?” I pressed.

“Well…” the orc hesitated.

Brokk leaned back and exhaled through his nose as though he were weighing the right words. His expression wavered between embarrassment and genuine concern, and when he finally spoke, it wasn’t with the gravity I expected, but something oddly sheepish.

“Well… have you ever seen what happens when too many people try to share one cooking fire, but nobody actually knows what they’re doing?” he said slowly. “Let’s just say it’s not pretty.”

His eyes drifted back toward the orange glow below the ridge, and for a brief second, his grin flickered uncertainly.

“They’ve been getting themselves into trouble over the simplest things,” he sighed. “Spoiled meat, bad water, moldy bread… Half the camp’s probably sick right now, and the other half refuses to do something about it.”

I frowned, unsure if I’d heard him right.

“You mean, the orcs down there are… dying of food poisoning?” I asked.

“That’s kind of a crude way of putting it, but you’re not wrong,” Brokk admitted with another heavy sigh. “They’ve got warriors who can split a man in half with one swing, but ask them to boil water properly and they’ll stare at you like you’ve just cursed their entire ancestral line in front of them.”

“Yer jokin’,” Hilde snorted. “All this smoke, all that noise, and all that fearsome bluster… And they’re dyin’ ‘cause they don’t cook their meat right?”

“I wish I was joking,” Brokk replied gravely. “But the last time I was down there, someone tried making stew from river frogs. Raw. With the skins still on. The poor fool was twice as green as usual for two days before he finally keeled over.”

He shuddered slightly and then poked at the fire with a stick again. Skrit, meanwhile, looked genuinely horrified.

“Skrit once ate something bad,” the goblin said in a small voice. “It bubbled in his stomach for three days. Never again.”

“That sounds about right,” Brokk said and nodded. “Now imagine that, but a few hundred orcs all doing it at once, and each one blaming the others for the curses they brought upon the tribe.”

“So let me get this straight,” I said as I leaned forward. “You left your clan because they couldn’t handle basic hygiene and food safety?”

Brokk gave a long, dramatic sigh and rubbed his temple as though the very thought of it pained him.

“That, among other reasons,” he frowned. “I left because I couldn’t watch it anymore. Have you ever tried explaining to a full-grown orc warlord that you shouldn’t store raw meat next to fermented blood in the same barrel? They called me soft. Said I’d gone ‘civilized’.”

“By the stones, that’s rich!” Hilde threw her head back and laughed so hard, her shoulders shook. “The fiercest tribe in the mountains, brought low by their own bloody pots!”

Anastasia, to her credit, didn’t laugh. But I could see the faintest upward twitch at the corner of her mouth as she tried to maintain her composure.

“If that’s true,” the princess said and looked over at me. “We might be able to reconsider our approach.”

“You said they’ve been sick for a while,” I said carefully as I caught Anastasia’s stare. “How long could something like that last?”

“Despite how stubborn they are,” Brokk replied. “And believe me, they’re very stubborn. They’ll keep fighting even if half their guts are rebelling against them. Pride’s a stronger poison than anything you’ll find in rotten meat.”

“So, what, you were their cook?” I stirred the last of my stew absently as I stared into the dark valley below. “Or their healer?”

“Neither. Just the only one with enough sense to notice when the stew started tasting like death.” He smiled, though it was an expression filled with regret. “I tried to teach them. I even showed them how to make sure everything was safe to eat and how to tell fresh food from bad. But every time I said something, they would just ignore it. One fellow even threw a bone at me. I had to handle that situation pretty carefully.”

“They wasted food?” Skrit gasped.

“Yes,” Brokk sighed. “A crime if there ever was one.”

The goblin clutched his own bowl tighter as though protecting it from such a horrible fate. Hilde wiped a tear from her eye, as she continued to laugh so hard her armor clinked.

“Oh, lad,” she said between wheezes. “Ye should write a book! The art o’ not dying like a fool!”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Brokk chuckled as his massive shoulders shook alongside hers. “But truthfully, I am concerned about them. I don’t know what to do, and I care about them enough that I don’t want them all dead. I mean, I could definitely do away with a couple of them, but still…”

Brokk’s laughter faded into a long sigh that was rougher and quieter. He stared into the fire again, and the orange light licked at the edges of his expression.

“The thing is,” he said after a while, “when orcs get sick, they’re more likely to go pick fights, thinking it’ll make them feel strong again. And then someone dies. Then someone else blames them. Then you’ve got a feud, and the stew’s still killing everyone back home. It’s a never-ending cycle of violence and bad food.”

“That sounds horrific,” I said as I leaned back. “And kind of stupid.”

“Oh, it is,” Brokk agreed easily. “Imagine watching a group of warriors argue about who gets to eat first while one of them’s still sharpening a blade over the same pot they’re cooking in. I told them metal filings weren’t a proper spice, but nobody listens until they’re coughing up iron, and they listen even less after that.”

“Sounds like ye did try to help them,” Hilde said. “Didn’t deserve the mockery they gave ye.”

“They don’t listen unless it comes with a fist attached,” Brokk replied. “At first, I could make do with that, but it got kind of exhausting.

I tilted my head as I studied him carefully. For all his jokes, there was something in his voice that carried the weight of command, something he couldn’t quite hide.

“You must’ve been someone important,” I said.

“Maybe I was,” he said slowly. “But they only know me for the parts they think are useful, not the whole me.”

Anastasia’s gaze flicked toward me briefly, and I saw that she’d recognized the same oddness I had but wasn’t ready to say it aloud. Brokk didn’t look like someone who’d simply left because of bad cooking. He looked like someone who’d carried the weight of something much heavier and didn’t want to admit he still did.

He reached for the pot again and filled his bowl with practiced ease. The firelight glinted against the lines of his forearm, and a moment later, he started to hum that same low tune again.

“Anyway,” he said between bites. “They’ll figure it out eventually, or die trying. Either way, the problem solves itself.”

“That’s surprisingly morbid coming from you,” I said.

“Realistic, though,” he countered. “You can’t help people who don’t want to be helped, and most orcs would rather chew rocks than take advice.”

“Pride’s a curse that never dies,” Hilde noted. “I’ve seen my share of that.”

“Exactly,” Brokk pointed a spoon at her in agreement. “Pride kills more than any sword ever will. You’d think after the fifth or sixth outbreak of ‘Death Stew’, they’d reconsider, but no. Apparently, it’s basically tradition now.”

“Death stew,” I repeated as I rubbed my temples. “That’s the name they gave it?”

“They don’t call it that out loud all the time,” Brokk said. “But yes. It became kind of a dark joke among the ones who could still laugh without vomiting.”

“Skrit thinks that’s awful.” Skrit let out a small, horrified sound. “Stew should never be sad… or bad.”

“Exactly!” Brokk grinned. “Stew should never kill you unless it’s really worth it.”

Suddenly, an idea washed over me. I glanced at Anastasia and cocked my head to the side in a signal to her to step away from the group with me.

Anastasia rose without hesitation and brushed the dirt from her cloak before she followed me toward the edge of the ridge. The firelight behind us dimmed, swallowed by fog and shadow, until only the faint orange glow of the orc valley pulsed through the mist below.

The night air bit against my skin, sharp and metallic, and for a moment I could almost taste the bitter smoke drifting up from their campfires. Anastasia stopped beside me, her gaze locked on the horizon.

“Well?” she said quietly, her voice steady but edged. “What are you thinking?”

“If what he said is true,” I murmured. “I think there might be a way to calm down the situation with the orcs without escalating to a duel.”

Anastasia didn’t immediately respond. Her breath misted faintly in the chill, so I could count how many breaths she took before she answered. Beneath her calm exterior, I could sense a tension that probably meant she was running through every possible outcome.

“Stew,” she said finally in an unreadable tone. “That’s what you mean. You think stew can end this.”

“In a manner of speaking,” I replied. “But yes. Maybe we can make some sort of deal with them that would help them stop dying. It could also build goodwill, what with saving their entire clan. If we can use what Brokk knows, maybe we can avoid a bloodbath.”

I didn’t need to clarify it would be my blood being spilled by the orcs. The tense expression on my face probably told Anastasia I was afraid of just that.

“You’re assuming they’ll listen to outsiders,” she remarked. “They could just as easily turn on us the second we step into the camp.”

“We can use the same tactic to sneak into the camp,” I said. “But this time, we can demand an audience with the leadership, not to have a duel, but to help them.”

“But Brokk already tried to help them,” Anastasia pointed out. “And they didn’t listen. Too proud, remember? So why would they listen to you… or any of us?”

I thought back to the irritating executives I’d dealt with for so long. When someone was stuck in their ways but their ways were obviously wrong, they were usually too proud to admit they had faults. Whenever that happened, I would need to find another small thing to push the blame onto, so I could provide a potential solution.

“What if,” I said slowly. “We play into their assumptions of it being a curse? We tell them we have a cure for it, and then trade that knowledge for their peace. A cure for their problems, in exchange for not slaughtering us. That way, they keep their pride, we keep our heads, and everyone’s happy.”

I could practically hear the gears turning in Anastasia’s mind, and I could just imagine the precise and tactical way she was dissecting the plan and pulling it apart to see if it was worth the attempt.

“We cure the orcs of food poisoning, and use that as our negotiation leverage,” she muttered. “Do you really think they’ll accept it?”

I lifted a shoulder in a shrug that felt far more confident than it actually was.

“If it keeps them from dying horribly, yeah, I think they might,” I responded. “It’s not like they’ve had much luck with the alternatives.”

“You’re forgetting that we’d be walking into a den of very sick, very angry warriors,” she reminded me. “They’re not exactly at their best, and if they think we’re tricking them…”

“They won’t,” I interrupted. “If Brokk goes with us. They know him, even if they have their issues with him. Maybe if he vouches for us, then we’ll stand a chance. And if he’s still annoyed about them refusing his help, but still wants to cure them, maybe this is an equally good opportunity for him.”

“You’re assuming a lot about an orc we met less than an hour ago.” Her gaze shifted toward me again, and her eyes studied my face.

“I’m assuming he doesn’t want his people all dead,” I said simply. “And I think I’m right."

She nodded just as the wind picked up again. It pulled her hair back from her face and made the shadows dance below her cheekbones. She still looked uncertain, but at least she hadn’t killed the idea.

“If this works,” she murmured. “It could save lives. Not just yours, of course, but also the orcs. It would be nice to have the orcs indebted to us in some capacity. If it goes wrong, we’ll be surrounded by hundreds of orcs with very sharp weapons and very bad digestion.”

“I’m aware,” I said dryly. “It won’t be the most glamorous way to die, but I’ve probably had worse ideas.”

“Do you really think this could work?” Anastasia pressed.

“I think it’s better than charging into a duel I know I can’t win,” I said.

“You might be insane,” she said softly, “But I trust you. Let’s test your theory.”

“Good,” relief washed through me, though I tried not to show it. “I’ll talk to Brokk, then.”

“Be careful,” she warned quickly. “I don’t think he’s exactly what he appears to be.”

I frowned and glanced back toward the firelight where Brokk’s massive silhouette was still hunched over the flames. The orc’s head was tilted toward Skrit as the goblin rattled on about spoons, rocks, and garlic.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I don’t know yet,” she admitted. “But I can tell when someone’s hiding something, and we definitely haven’t heard his full story. It’s just a sneaking suspicion, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s more connected to the orc tribe than he lets on.”

“I can understand that,” I sighed. “Yeah, I’ll be careful.”

We walked back together, and the mist parted reluctantly before us. The air around the campfire had cooled now that most of the flames had burned down to glowing embers, and Brokk’s shadow was now a long, dark slash against the rocks.

Hilde had dozed off with one arm slung over her axe, while Skarviss muttered softly in his sleep, probably while he dreamed of something a little malicious. Caspian was near the edge of the circle, and though his eyes were open, he seemed to be in a more meditative mood. Brokk looked up as we approached.

“You two look like conspirators,” he said with a grin. “Should I be worried? I’d prefer you let me know now if I need to stand up.”

“Not unless you hate practical ideas,” I responded.

“That depends on how practical,” he replied as he leaned back on one massive arm. “I’d like to think I’m open to pretty much anything.”

“This one might actually help your people,” I said as I sat across the fire from him. “And it also doesn’t involve anyone dying or getting horribly injured.”

“Oh, really?” Brokk raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. “Go on.”

“We can tell them we’ve found a cure for the curse that’s been plaguing them,” I began. “It’s not that they’re making themselves sick, but that there’s something evil in the food or water. If you go with us, you can vouch for us, maybe say something about how you went to find people who could help remove the curse since your ideas weren’t working, and then we show them how to fix the stew without telling them outright it’s their fault.”

Brokk blinked a couple of times, and then, to my surprise, he let out a booming laugh that echoed off the rocks.

“That,” he said finally, “is possibly the smartest and most devious thing I’ve ever heard.”

“So you’ll help?” I said hopefully.

“Help?” he chuckled and then grinned wide enough that his tusks were painfully obvious. “I’ll lead the damn way. But we’ll have to be careful. Orcs don’t like outsiders, and they like bad news even less. Do you have any idea what you want your magic curse to be?”

I hesitated as my mind scrambled for something that sounded halfway believable. The problem was, I’d never been good at lying, and even worse at making things up on the spot. My brain went immediately to the most ridiculous options available, like cursed onions, ghost rats, and haunted stewpots. All of those sounded terrible, and I didn’t think anyone would actually believe it.

“I, uh… haven’t gotten that far yet,” I admitted finally.

Brokk’s booming laugh filled the air again, while Anastasia pinched the bridge of her nose like she was either annoyed with my response, with Brokk, or both, but the orc’s grin never wavered.

“You’ll want something simple,” he replied. “Something dramatic enough to scare them but not so absurd they throw you into a fire. Curses are delicate work, as far as I know.”

“I’m not exactly a curse specialist,” I said.

“Well, good thing you’ve got me, then,” Brokk replied and thumped his chest proudly. “In my travels, I’ve heard every superstition from every clan. We could blame the sickness on a spirit of spoiled harvests, or a vengeful river monster, maybe. Orcs love blaming rivers for things. Makes ‘em feel better when they fall in.”

“That’s definitely an idea…” I frowned.

Brokk leaned forward, with his elbows on his knees, as his expression slowly turned thoughtful.

“If we say it’s a river spirit, we’ll need to offer them an easy way to get rid of it,” he said. “A cleansing. That’ll keep them from asking too many questions about why the curse happened in the first place.”

“A cleansing?” I echoed, wary. “As in…?”

“As in you convince them to boil their water,” he said with a grin. “You tell them it’s a part of the ritual to drive the spirit away, and as a bonus, you get them to cook their meat properly just to be on the safe side, and voila! They live, you look like a hero, and everybody wins.”

That made a disturbing amount of sense, but just to be sure, I glanced toward Anastasia, who nodded slowly.

“It’s kind of risky,” she admitted. “But this entire plan is. If Brokk plays along, it could look authentic enough to pass.”

“I can absolutely play along," Brokk said and tapped the side of his nose. “Might even enjoy it. I haven’t put on a good performance in a while.”

“Performance?” I asked in surprise.

“You think all those battle chants come naturally?” He shot me a wink. “You’d be amazed how much acting goes into pretending you’re fearless while holding your insides together.”

The thought of pretending to be some sort of wandering spiritual savior on top of my role as dragon made my stomach churn, but it was better than dueling a gigantic orc warlord to the death. I took a deep breath and forced the doubt back down my throat.

“Alright,” I said finally. “We’ll go with the river spirit idea. We blame the sickness on some kind of cursed water, offer to purify it, and while we’re at it, teach them how not to die of terrible cooking.”

“Perfect.” Brokk grinned, clearly an orc who was enjoying himself far too much. “You’ve got the right mix of delusional hope about you. You’ll fit right in.”

“Remind me to take that as a compliment later,” I sighed.

“It was one,” he said and laughed again. “Mostly.”

The fire crackled for a moment and threw a shifting light over Brokk’s massive frame. His laughter softened into a low hum again, and I caught Anastasia watching him. Her expression was unreadable, and her eyes were lost in thought as she studied the orc.

“We’ll move at first light, then,” I announced since I probably need to sound like the dragon in charge of this whole operation. “If the valley is still crawling with guards, we can stick to the lower ridges and make it to the edge of their camp unseen. From there, we’ll need Brokk to lead us in.”

“I can do that,” he agreed. “They’ll recognize me for sure, and if anyone asks questions, I’ll say you’re mystics from the mountains that I consulted. Spirit healers. Just act confident about it, and the orcs will believe it.”

“I can do confidence,” I said.

“Good,” Anastasia replied, dry as stone. “Try not to die of nerves once we get there.”

The fire sputtered one last time, and then it dimmed. Brokk leaned back against a rock as the faintest smile tugged at his mouth. His eyes closed, but even half-asleep, he still seemed larger than life. He was the kind of creature that could fill an entire room, or in our case, a mountainside, with his presence.

Anastasia and I climbed under our own bedrolls a moment later, though neither of us spoke. I could tell she still had questions about the orc, but for the moment, she seemed content to wait for the answers.

When dawn broke, it came as a pale, washed-out light that did little to warm the world around us. Brokk was already awake by the time I opened my eyes, and he crouched by the dead fire as he sharpened the edge of his cleaver in an almost meditative way.

Hilde groaned awake soon after and muttered about sleeping on the ground, while Skrit scurried in circles a minute later as he buzzed around the camp with nervous energy.

“Good morning, travelers!” Brokk called over his shoulder cheerfully. “Ready to go save a civilization from itself?”

“You’re making it sound like we’re about to perform a miracle,” I replied. “We’re just boiling some water.”

“And that’s a miracle in itself.” He flashed a grin that displayed his sharp, gleaming teeth.

Anastasia, of course, was already packed, and she held her cloak tight against the wind. Her eyes were sharp and focused despite the hard sleep, and her gaze trailed over the orc encampment like a general sizing up the enemy.

“We should move in groups of two when we reach the lower slopes,” she announced. “Brokk, you lead. We’ll follow your signal.”

“Of course,” Brokk slung his pack over his shoulder like it weighed nothing. “Follow my lead and try not to faint when they start roaring. They do that sometimes. Hard to know exactly why, but they just like doing it.”

“Skrit prefers quiet orcs,” Skrit whined. “Maybe sleepy ones.”

“Then you’ll probably be perfectly happy with our situation,” Brokk replied. “I don’t think half of them can stand as it is.”

We began our descent slowly and cautiously. The path twisted down the mountainside, and it was narrow enough that every loose rock threatened to send someone tumbling over the side. Brokk moved with a surprising ease, and his heavy steps were light for someone of his size. The rest of us followed in near-silence, broken only by the occasional scrape of boots on stone. The air grew warmer as we dropped closer to the valley, and the air soon carried the faint but unmistakable stench of smoke, sweat, and decay.

When the first orc horns sounded in the distance, low and mournful, it rolled through the valley like thunder. Brokk lifted a hand for us to stop as his eyes narrowed.

“They’re gathering,” he murmured. “Not for war. For mourning.”

“Mourning?” I whispered.

“They’ve lost another one,” he said grimly. “Probably to the stew.”

The absurdity of it nearly made me laugh, but the tension in his tone killed the impulse. He turned back to us, and his expression hardened.

“Keep close,” he said. “Don’t speak out of turn, and for the love of the gods, don’t insult their cooking.”

“That last part might be difficult,” Hilde said.

“Then pretend you’re just choking on admiration.” Brokk’s mouth twitched in something close to a smirk.

The ground flattened beneath our feet as the valley floor came into view through the thinning fog. The camp stretched out before us in a tangled sprawl of tents, fires, and crude wooden totems. Orcs moved between the mess, though all I could really see were massive figures silhouetted against the smoke. The scent of burnt meat and damp earth hit me like a wall.

The stench thickened as we drew nearer, and the heady mix of smells turned my stomach. Flies drifted lazily around overturned pots and half-buried bones, and the air itself seemed to hum with a thick sickness. Orcs milled through the camp in slow, staggering patterns, and their movements were heavy, like each step demanded a conscious effort. The fires burned low since the wood was too damp to catch properly, and the meat that sizzled on the nearest spit looked less roasted and more charred out of desperation.

I thought nobody had noticed us, but an orc lying on the ground turned his head toward us in shock when he heard us trudge by. My eyes widened at the same moment that his did.

“Brakka!” he yelled as he whirled his head around “Brakka! Brakka!”
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Chapter 15

For a long heartbeat, everything stopped. The yell caught the air and spread like fire, carried from tent to tent until a hundred voices joined in chorus.

“Brakka! Brakka!” the orcs called.

The ground seemed to tremble with it, and dust vibrated up from the packed dirt beneath our boots. Hilde was the first to react, and her hand flew to her axe before the echo had even finished bouncing off the ridge.

“They’re callin’ him,” she hissed as her eyes scanned the crowd of towering shapes now turned toward us. “They’re callin’ their bloody champion! Wherever this Brakka is, he’s about to make mincemeat of us!”

Her knuckles whitened against the handles, and her gaze flickered over to Brokk, who was starting to look equally panicked.

“Unless you’ve got an ace up your sleeve, we’re in for a bad time,” she said.

Anastasia’s hand went to her sword with a controlled precision, and the moment I saw her do it, I did the same. The faint scrape of steel leaving its sheath was swallowed by the cacophony of orcish voices, but it was reassuring all the same.

“They’re preparing for a fight,” the princess observed in a cool tone. “Every single one of them just grabbed a weapon. Fifty… no, sixty at least. And more are coming from the rear.”

Skrit, predictably, panicked even more. He scrambled up my arm and clung to my shoulder as his long fingers dug into the fabric of my cloak.

“Skrit doesn’t like this! Skrit doesn’t like this one bit!” he squeaked. “They’re shouting for a monster! Skrit wants to go home now, please!”

Brokk hadn’t moved yet, so he looked like a statue in the middle of the chaos. His head was tilted just slightly, and his eyes narrowed as though he was listening for something beneath the roar. The firelight caught the curve of his tusks and the glint of his dark eyes, but his expression was unreadable. He didn’t reach for his weapon or even shift his stance, which I hoped was a good sign. He just stood there and listened as the shouting grew louder and more frenzied.

“Brakka!” the other orcs howled, until their voices cracked from the effort.

It seemed to be both a battle cry and a hymn that echoed up into the morning sky until the sun seemed to dim beneath it. Orcs slammed weapons against shields, against the earth, and against each other’s armor to create a rhythm that rattled my teeth.

Orcs were already stepping forward, one by one, and the ground quivered under their heavy boots. I could see the hatred in their eyes and the faint shimmer of saliva that clung to their tusks as they bared their teeth. Weapons gleamed in the firelight, a mix of axes, cleavers, and jagged spears fashioned from bone and metal.

“Brokk,” I whispered. “Say something! They’re calling their champion!”

He didn’t answer as he watched the chaos build. Then, his jaw tightened, and I saw the faintest spark of something like irritation flash behind his eyes.

“Brokk!” Anastasia called angrily. “If you’ve got a plan, now would be an excellent time to tell us!”

Before Brokk could say anything, another orc broke into a sprint as he led a dozen orcs in our direction. Hilde bellowed a curse and swung one axe up into guard position, while I stepped in front of Anastasia with my sword angled and ready to deflect a blow even if I was fairly certain I’d get my head lopped off first.

And then Brokk lifted his hand.

It wasn’t a dramatic gesture, just a simple palm out as though he were waving away smoke. But the effect was immediate as the orcs froze.

The sound of their charge faltered and then broke apart like shattered glass. The roar died on their lips, replaced by a confused murmur that spread through the ranks. They slowed, stumbled, and finally stopped altogether. The nearest orc, a hulking brute with a jagged scar down his cheek, dropped his axe entirely.

“You are… not a prisoner?” the scarred orc frowned.

“Prisssoner?” Skarviss hissed quietly over at us.

I shrugged and looked back at Brokk for a clue.

“Enough,” Brokk said firmly.

His voice rolled through the camp like a divine command. The crowd fell silent, and every orc within earshot froze where they stood, even as the echo of that one word still hummed in the air.

“What?” Hilde’s axe wavered uncertainly. “What the hell did ye just do?”

Brokk took another step forward, with his shoulders squared and head high. The firelight framed him like an outline, and his every movement was precise and deliberate. He looked around the camp and then slowly shook his head.

“You’ve all gotten sloppy,” he said in a measured cadence. “Half your spears are blunt, and your ranks are uneven. I told you that your bad habits would start affecting your fighting. Now, what’s become of my clan?”

“You’ve been gone for months, Brakka!” another orc yelled. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Brakka?” My eyes felt like they were ready to pop out of my head.

For several seconds, my brain refused to accept what seemed to be happening. The others must have been equally shocked, because Anastasia’s grip on her sword faltered, Hilde’s mouth fell open in shock, and even Skrit stopped trembling long enough to blink at Brokk like he’d just seen a mythical beast. My gaze flicked back to the other orcs, and I saw the disbelief on their faces melting into something more familiar.

More shapes emerged from the fog to reveal warriors with jagged armor and wild hair. They looked half-starved but burning with sudden energy. On the upside, they weren’t looking at us, but at Brokk.

“What the blazes…?” Hilde muttered as she glanced between Brokk and the horde who were now bowing their heads. “What in the nine hells did he just call ye? Brakka?”

“I was hoping we could avoid this,” Brokk muttered as his shoulders stiffened.

“He has returned!” a tall orc yelled and then roared. “The Breaker! The Hammer Who Shakes the Earth! Brakka has returned!”

A thunderous cheer ripped through the camp, and then dozens of orcs pounded their weapons against their shields and armor. The sound of metal against metal filled the camp until it drowned out everything else. It was a wave of raw devotion that reverberated through the ground, and Brokk acknowledged it with a faint tilt of the head.

“Care to explain?” Anastasia asked in a venomous tone.

“They’re idiots.” Brokk rubbed a hand down his face. “They take a story, twist it, and suddenly I’m a legendary living war god.”

“Legend?” Hilde snorted. “Ye could’ve mentioned that before we agreed to walk into the camp with you!”

“I don’t know, I…” He shrugged helplessly, which made his tusks flash as he grimaced. “I was hoping it wouldn’t come up.”

“Ye were hopin’ bein’ their bloody champion might just not come up?” Hilde sputtered. “Of all the stupid--”

The rest of the argument was drowned out as more orcs came running, while they shouted and bellowed for Brokk, or no, Brakka. A few even dropped to one knee as they came forward, with their weapons lowered in respect. Brokk’s expression twisted between discomfort and reluctant authority, and his every move drew more attention from the horde.

An older orc with cracked and gleaming armor gleaming approached slowly. His eyes were wide, and there was something almost tender in his voice.

“Brakka,” he said. “My champion. It is good to see you again.”

I realized quickly that this older orc was the chieftain, and I felt myself stiffen. If Brakka was going to betray us, this would be the moment.

“Things have gone poorly since you’ve been gone,” the chief grumbled. “People seem to respect us less without your hammer in our ranks. Did you hear about what happened on the mountain? Some scaleless new dragon dismissed Creida from the mountain! After so many years of being a devoted wife, and then keeping her dowry, no less! A coward if I’ve ever heard of one.”

My mouth clamped shut. Now was probably not the best time to make them aware that I was the scaleless dragon they clearly disliked so much, and thankfully Creida didn’t seem to be here to make the accusation.

“I don’t think that’s the only thing that has gone poorly,” Brakka said as he glanced around the camp again. “From the looks of it, the stew has been claiming more and more lives every day.”

A thick silence followed Brakka’s words. The chieftain’s jaw clenched so hard, the skin around his tusks tightened as though he’d been punched. The orcs around us shifted uncomfortably, and their enormous frames suddenly seemed less intimidating. The chieftain didn’t meet Brakka’s eyes at first, and instead, he stared at the pot of bubbling sludge simmering in the center of the camp. Whatever passed for stew was still hissing faintly as a foul-smelling steam rose from its surface. When the chieftain finally spoke again, his voice was rough and defensive.

“The sickness took the weak first,” he said, as if that somehow made it more acceptable. “The shamans tried their best. They said the gods were angry, that it was a test of strength we were failing.”

“Strength,” Brakka muttered.

The champion seemed ready to argue the point, but I watched his shoulders slowly rise and fall twice while he held his breath. Finally, he turned to me and looked at me like I was supposed to say something.

Oh, right. Our plan.

An uncomfortable silence settled over the camp, the kind that made every shift of armor and crackle of flame feel like a shout. The attention that was suddenly directed my way made my stomach twist. It didn’t help that the orcs stood shoulder to shoulder in a loose ring, with their weapons at their sides but ready, just in case any of us said the wrong thing.

I swallowed hard, suddenly aware that my tongue had become as dry as parchment. Brakka gave me a single, subtle nod, and I realized he was waiting for me to step into the role I had so foolishly proposed the night before.

“The gods aren’t angry,” I began carefully as I forced my voice to stay even. “They’re… sick. Just like you.”

A murmur spread through the gathered orcs, confused and uneasy. Several exchanged wary glances, clearly unsure whether to be offended or afraid. I pressed forward before hesitation could kill the moment, and I waved vaguely toward the stewpot like it was a cursed relic instead of a bubbling death trap.

“The river spirits have been poisoned,” I said. “So their gifts are, um, tainted. That’s why your food has been hurting you. You’ve been feeding the spirit’s sickness instead of curing it.”

“You’re saying the gods are sick?” The chieftain frowned as he pondered the possibility. “And who are you, exactly?”

“A, uh, interested party,” I said. “I spent my entire life studying river spirits and worshipping them. They are true forces of nature, wild and angry. They aren’t trying to punish you. They just want to be cleansed.”

Brakka crossed his arms and grunted softly in agreement.

“That’s exactly what I told you before,” he sighed. “Didn’t I warn you that the rivers themselves would revolt if you just kept dumping waste into them?”

A few of the orcs shuffled their feet as they muttered under their breath. The chief looked between us, clearly torn between pride and belief.

“And what would you have us do, Brakka?” he asked at last. “You’re no shaman, but everybody would trust your judgement.”

Brakka’s grin was sharp enough to cut steel.

“No,” he said and jerked a thumb toward me. “I’m not a shaman, but I travel with one.”

Every head in the camp turned toward me again. The movement was so synchronized it felt like a single massive creature had just pivoted to stare me down. I resisted the urge to step backward and instead straightened my shoulders. Anastasia’s eyes flicked toward me, and I could tell that she was barely containing her laughter.

It was easy enough to act like someone interested in make-believe river spirits, but the role of shaman felt like I was crossing a line. Clearly, shamans existed in this world, and I had no doubt they were powerful. I didn’t think they’d appreciate it if they knew that I’d claimed to be one.

“The curse can be lifted with a cleansing,” I said loudly. “You must use fire to purify the water. You must place the water you’re going to use in a pot over the fire, and when steam starts to fill the air, the water will be clean again. If you do that, the sickness will fade.”

A deep rumble spread through the orcs that was a mix of doubt, fear, and curiosity. One of them, a massive warrior whose armor looked like it had been hammered together from scavenged shields, stepped forward.

“You mean… boil the water?” he asked. “Like… cooking?”

“Yes,” I said quickly. “Exactly like cooking. But intent matters. You must boil it with a purpose. You must demand that the spirit depart, and that its sickness leaves with the steam.”

“That sounds stupid,” another orc grumbled. “How is fire supposed to cure a spirit?”

“Fire cures everything.” Brakka shot him a glare sharp enough to silence him mid-breath. “Especially when you use it right. You can even use it to purify meat.”

A few nervous mumbles rippled through the group, but no one seemed willing to challenge Brakka. The chieftain stroked his beard thoughtfully, and the gold rings woven into the hairs glinted in the faint daylight.

“If this works, we’ll owe you a great debt,” the chieftain noted

“And if it doesn’t,” Anastasia mumbled, “we’ll all be dinner.”

“Don’t give them any ideas,” I whispered back through clenched teeth.

Brakka clapped his hands once to draw everyone’s attention again.

“Right then!” he said cheerfully. “Gather fresh water from the river. Not the same sludge you’ve been using, and don’t you dare taste it on the way back. We’ll show you how it’s done.”

The orcs moved with surprising speed for creatures that were supposed to be on their deathbeds, and they scooped up buckets, pots, and carved gourds before they lumbered toward the riverbank. The chief was the only one that didn’t join the parade, and his eyes never left Brakka. He looked like a man, or rather an orc, who was trying to reconcile the legendary warrior in his memory with the irritated, half-smiling orc in front of him.

“A few months away, and then you start speaking like a chieftain,” the old orc said softly.

“I speak like someone who’s tired of burying friends over soup,” Brakka replied.

“You could’ve come back sooner.” The chief’s gaze softened slightly.

“I didn’t like who I was when I left,” Brakka said with a hint of regret. “You made me into a story. Stories don’t get to rest.”

“You are our champion, Brakka,” the chieftain sighed, but then nodded, just once, and turned away. “You are the strongest among us, but maybe this time you’ll be able to decide your own ending.”

When the orcs returned with their buckets and other containers, they arranged them around the central fire. Dark river water that reeked faintly of rot sloshed inside every container, and the liquid that dribbled over the sides was brown.

I swallowed hard again and nodded toward Brakka. It was a silent way to ask what the next step was, but he gave me a look that screamed ‘you’re the mystic shaman’, before he gestured toward the flames. I knelt beside the nearest pot and raised my hands theatrically.

“Oh, mighty spirit,” I began, “we call upon you to abandon this unholy filth… uh, this vessel of sickness… and rise into the heavens in peace!”

The orcs stared blankly as I coughed when I accidentally inhaled too much of the stench.

“This is the part where you would add fire,” I said slowly.

Dozens of torches were thrust forward at once, and the flames flared as they touched the pots. Steam began to rise almost immediately, and it curled through the camp in pale ribbons. The orcs watched with wide eyes as they murmured among themselves as if they were truly witnessing divine intervention.

“We’re really just teachin’ them how to make soup properly?” Hilde muttered.

“Shh,” I hissed. “Let them believe it.”

“Do you think spirits like bubbles?” Skrit whispered.

As the steam grew thicker, an odd thing happened. The smell changed from the acrid stench that had clung to the camp to something warmer and almost comforting in comparison. The orcs noticed too, and one by one, their expressions shifted from skepticism to cautious hope.

“See?” Brakka stepped forward and folded his arms. “The spirit’s leaving, and the evil smell is leaving with it.”

“That’s just…” the scarred orc began and then stopped himself. “Actually, maybe it is the spirit.”

“Of course it is,” Brakka replied.

The chieftain knelt beside the pot and stared into the swirling waters as if trying to see something within.

“It feels different,” he murmured and took a cautious sniff. “It’s… lighter.”

“That’s the curse breaking,” I said solemnly, doing my best to look mystical instead of slightly nauseated. “But the spirit isn’t fully healed yet. You must cook your food this way from now on, always. Or it will return, stronger and angrier than before.”

The orcs nodded vigorously as they took the warning to heart. A few even banged their fists against their chests in solemn promise. Brakka watched them with a faint smile tugging at his lips, and he finally looked at ease. The flicker of pride in his eyes didn’t seem to be for his title or his legend, but the fact that, for once, his people were finally learning something without fighting.

“You actually did it,” Anastasia whispered as she caught my eye.

“We’re not done yet,” I replied. “Let’s make sure nobody drinks the river water again before we start celebrating.”

The orcs began to cheer again, but this time it was more subdued and uncertain. I felt a strange shift in the atmosphere as the tension that had once hung so heavy in the camp started to loosen. The orcs were still watching me, but at least no one raised a weapon in my direction. A few of the more gruff orcs were whispering and pointing at the steaming pots like children witnessing a miracle for the first time.

Brakka stood beside the chieftain as he watched his people. I still couldn’t believe that the orc warrior we’d been so afraid of was this mild-mannered orc with a peculiar love for cooking, but so far, things seemed to be working out. At least I wouldn’t have to fight anyone with my mediocre swordplay.

The pots began to bubble more vigorously, and a murky foam collected around their rims. One of the orcs stepped forward and jabbed the mixture with a long wooden spoon, then jerked back when a burst of steam hissed upward.

“It’s fighting back!” he yelped, half in awe and half in panic.

That sparked a ripple of excitement through the crowd. The orcs began to chant, and I caught Anastasia’s eye to see if she had any idea what they were saying. She shook her head, though the corner of her mouth lifted slightly, so I figured it wasn’t a threat to kill us.

“That’s good,” Brakka grinned. “Means the spirit’s stubborn. It’ll make the victory all the sweeter once it’s gone.”

The orcs cheered again, louder this time, though I suspected none of them actually understood what was happening. Still, they clung to the story, because it gave them something to believe in again. I realized then how thin the line was between faith and desperation. For them, this wasn’t just about a disgusting stew and unexplained illness, it was about the hope that their suffering could be explained as something grander and that their brethren had fallen to something more heroic than spoiled meat and filthy water.

The orcs watched quietly as steam drifted up toward the sky, and a few even knelt, with their heads bowed while they murmured what might have been orc prayers. I was afraid to break the spell that had fallen over them, so I stood quietly with the rest of my companions.

“Let it cool,” Brakka said after a moment. “The spirit’s not something to rush. Give it time to heal and leave on its own.”

The orcs obeyed without hesitation as they stepped back from the pots. They gathered around the fires like disciples around a sacred altar, while they waited for Brakka’s next command.

When the last of the steam began to fade, the chieftain looked down into the water again. The liquid had turned a pale, translucent color, far cleaner than before. He dipped a thick ladle into the pot, brought it to his nose, and inhaled deeply.

“It doesn’t smell like rot anymore,” he said in surprise. “It smells… cleansed.”

A ripple of cautious joy spread through the orcs as they exchanged blessings, and a few even clapped one another on the shoulders.

“See?” Brakka said with a shrug. “Told you the spirits weren’t vengeful. Now, we just have to make sure to discard the remainder of its physical form from the bottom of the water, just to be on the safe side.”

He gestured to the brown gunk that had gathered on the bottom of the pot, and all the orcs nodded furiously in agreement. The chieftain dipped the ladle further to scoop out some of the gunk, which he then raised to his face to examine closely.

“Wow,” he murmured. “I had no idea all of this spirit illness was hiding in the water.”

Every orc within earshot leaned forward and watched as he lifted the ladle high for all to see. The thick brown sludge dripped from the rim and steamed faintly in the light. Several of the smaller orcs growled or hissed under their breaths, while the large ones pounded their armor. It was almost comical, the way they recoiled from what they had once used to make their dinner, but I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of relief. This ridiculous ruse seemed to actually have worked.

Brakka’s expression softened as he watched his people murmur in reverent awe over the boiled pot. His arms relaxed at his sides, and although he didn’t say anything, I could tell that all of this was worth more to him than stories or legends about his deeds. The chieftain stirred the pot again and then frowned.

“You have helped us a great deal,” the chieftain said and turned to me. “The curse is broken now, thanks to you, god-speaker.”

“Uh, no problem,” I responded.

That would’ve been a good time to ask the orcs about the whole wife and dowry situation. They all seemed happy now, or at least close to it, and combined with the fact that they seemed to be grateful for our help, I thought we could actually have a discussion that didn’t result in a duel. I opened my mouth to say something, but I was interrupted by the chieftain.

“Stay,” the orc leader said. “We will cook a great feast tonight, in honor of the river spirit and the shaman who has saved us.”

I glanced over at some of the other pots, which were still filled with a frankly evil-looking concoction and tried to think of the best way to let him down easy.

“We--” I started.

“--would love to stay for the feast,” Brakka finished for me and then looked over at me with a wide grin. “I’ll help prepare it, of course.”

The orcs started to applaud, and I was frozen in place, caught somewhere between horror and disbelief. Brakka clasped his hands together and began to bark orders as if he had never been away at all. Orcs scrambled to obey as they hauled meat from crude storage pits, rekindled fires, and sharpened knives that looked like they’d been carved from broken swords.

Whatever faint calm we’d achieved moments ago with the almost spiritual feeling of the water boiling had transformed into a flurry of frantic celebration. Steam and smoke rose together, and I had the sinking realization that saying no to an orc feast would probably be about as effective as telling a flood to stop halfway down the mountain.

Anastasia pinched the bridge of her nose and muttered something that sounded like a prayer.

“He’s enjoying this,” the princess observed. “He’s actually enjoying this.”

“Of course he is,” Hilde replied. “And could we talk about that Brakka thing? What kind o’ troll-eating champion acts like that?”

“Honestly, I’m just glad I don’t have to fight him,” I sighed.

The thought of staying in the middle of a cooking frenzy with a group of orcs whose idea of culinary expertise only recently included boiling water did not inspire confidence. But Brakka seemed to know what he was doing as he strode toward the central fire with the commanding presence of a general preparing for war. Orcs parted instinctively as he passed, and their faces lit with admiration whenever he looked at them.

“First rule of cooking,” Brakka began. “If it was moving when you killed it, make sure you cook it until it can never move again!”

A few orcs laughed uncertainly. One even poked at a suspiciously twitching piece of meat with the tip of his cleaver. Brakka barked out another order, and his tone shifted effortlessly from jovial to commanding.

“No spoiled cuts, no rot! We should offer some food to the spirits, and they don’t want sickness in it!” His gaze swept the other orcs with a sharp and unyielding light. “If it doesn’t look perfect, don’t serve it!”

It was remarkable to watch him fall into the rhythm of leadership like he was a head chef at a proper restaurant. He wore the bluster, the booming voice, and the sheer presence like a tailored suit. He had mentioned performing earlier, but this didn’t feel like acting. He really seemed like he belonged there.

The ‘Brakka’ they had mythologized hadn’t been a complete fabrication. Among his people, I could see why they chose him as their champion, with his self-assured attitude and the way he helped the other orcs without talking down to them.

“He’s acting totally different now,” Anastasia said softly as she moved closer to me. “More himself, maybe?”

“Do you think he’ll tell them the truth?” I asked. “About the cooking and stuff, I mean.”

“Would you?” she laughed gently. “This way is easier.”

The camp shifted around us as orcs worked in unison, and their energy became contagious. The fires roared higher and cast golden light over tents and faces alike. The smell of charred meat filled the air, and though it wasn’t entirely pleasant, it was far less nauseating than before.

Drums began to beat in the background, and I turned my head to the side to see a couple of the smaller orcs playing instruments. I felt something slip past me, and when I looked down, I saw Skrit scurry by.

“Skrit likes them better when they’re not trying to kill us,” he chortled. “They make lots of noise, but happy noise. Skrit prefers happy noise.”

“I think we all do,” I muttered.

Brakka clapped a massive hand on the chieftain’s shoulder, which nearly knocked the older man off balance.

“If we’re going to do this right, we’ll need more than just meat,” Brakka said. “We’ll need roots, herbs, and anything green we’ve still got.”

“Greens?” The chieftain frowned. “For a feast?”

“Yes,” Brakka said firmly. “Balance is key if we want to keep the spirits healthy and free of illness. Too much blood makes them restless.”

The orcs blinked at one another as they tried to process the radical idea of vegetables. After a moment, several dashed off toward the far edge of camp as Brakka turned back toward us with a grin.

“I’m kind of amazed at how much I can get them to do if I blame it all on spirits,” he murmured. “I should’ve done this earlier.”

“Yer a menace,” Hilde growled, though there was a flicker of amusement in her eyes.

“I’m effective,” Brakka countered.

The preparations for the feast meant the camp was noisy again, and I found myself wandering near the cooking pits to watch orcs dump their finds into massive clay cauldrons. The colors were strange, vibrant greens and browns mixed with hunks of seared meat, but the smell was shockingly decent. Brakka hovered over one of the cauldrons, where he barked corrections every few minutes and occasionally smacked a careless orc’s hand with a wooden spoon.

“You were right,” the chieftain admitted as he stirred a pot. “It smells far better this way.”

“That’s all I’ve ever wanted for this clan.” Brakka gave a small, satisfied nod and then took a sip of the stew.

The words didn’t sound boastful in the slightest, and the chieftain probably felt the same thing, because his gaze softened. I stepped back as Anastasia approached me again, and we moved away from the noise.

“They’ll probably be feasting all night,” she whispered. “Are we really planning to stay the whole time?”

“I mean, I don’t see the harm in it as long as the food isn’t going to kill us anymore,” I said. “We probably shouldn’t overstay our welcome, but maybe we can bring up the issue of the dowry over the meal. A lot of business decisions are made over meals.”

“Mmm,” she hummed, though she didn’t disagree.

The orcs gathered in a rough circle around the largest pit as the air thickened with the scent of smoke, seared fat, and something sweet I couldn’t identify but hoped wasn’t poisonous. The noise of the camp had mellowed into a steady thrum of low laughter and the rhythmic thud of drums, and of course, the occasional bark of Brakka’s voice as he gave a last round of culinary instructions.

Anastasia stayed by my side while we watched the camp, though Hilde wandered away and found a tankard of something frothy and strong-smelling. Skrit was perched on one of the tent poles while he watched the cooking lesson, and Skarviss, who had been uncharacteristically silent, lurked around the edges. I gestured for him to come join us, and he rolled his body in annoyance before slithering up to join us.

“I do not like it here,” Skarviss hissed as he approached.

“Do you like it anywhere?” I joked.

“No,” Skarviss responded in dead seriousness. “But I especially don’t like it here. Orcssss are unstable, and we haven’t even dissscusssed the reason we are here. Who knows what they’ll ssssay once we do?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I’ve been thinking about that as well.”

The drums grew louder as evening fell, and the rhythm pulsed like a heartbeat through the camp. Every beat drew the orcs closer together in a tribal unity that was almost hypnotic to watch. I caught myself tapping my fingers against my thigh with the rhythm before I realized what I was doing and quickly stopped. The last thing I needed was to accidentally join in and be named an orc for life.

Across the fire, the chieftain was speaking with a group of older orcs. Every so often, his gaze flicked toward Brakka, and I couldn’t help noticing how much respect he had for the big orc. The stories they had built around him might have been exaggerated, but the awe wasn’t.

A platter of food was passed our way, and I sniffed the thick cuts of roasted meat, charred vegetables, and the greens Brakka had insisted on. I couldn’t identify what it was, but I only hesitated briefly before I accepted some. To my surprise, the food wasn’t awful or raw. It was smoky, rich, and slightly spicy, although I had no idea what they could have added to create that kick.

Anastasia ate quietly beside me, while Hilde devoured hers with the enthusiasm of someone who didn’t care if the meal was sentient or not. Skarviss slithered closer to the food, and his forked tongue flicked in the air just above the plate before he decided to try a few pieces. Skrit and Caspian were already asking for seconds.

“This is… actually edible,” I admitted.

“Miracles do happen,” Anastasia murmured dryly.

“I’m just worried we’ll still get poisoned,” Hilde said through a mouthful of food.

“You don’t seem that worried,” Caspian offered brightly.

“Give it time,” Brakka laughed. “You’ll thank me tomorrow when you wake up and your insides are still where they should be.”

The orcs around the fire laughed again. The tension that had gripped the camp when we first arrived had dissolved entirely now, and I found myself almost relaxing, though the issue at hand lingered at the back of my mind. The dowry, and the matter of the orc princess Creida, still dangled over me like a shadow waiting for the right moment to fall.

Brakka caught my eye across the fire and gave me a small nod. I wasn’t sure if it meant to wait or speak, but the unspoken topic seemed more daunting with each passing moment. The orcs were content now, even happy, but that happiness was fragile. The wrong word could shatter it, and yet, if we didn’t bring it up now, there might never be a better time.

The drumming shifted again, and the rhythm quickened as more orcs joined in. A low, deep chant began to rise, but it soon grew louder as it pulsed through the ground beneath my boots. Brakka stood so his massive frame was silhouetted by the fire behind him, and the entire camp fell silent, even the drums.

“My people,” he began, and his voice carried across the valley. “Tonight, you have seen that strength is not just the blade or the fist, it is also in the hand that heals. The spirits have blessed us because we chose to change.”

A rumble of agreement rolled through the crowd, followed by scattered stomping. The chieftain nodded solemnly, and pride gleamed in his eyes as he stared at the giant orc. But when Brakka raised his hand, his expression hardened.

“But not all sickness is cured by fire and water,” he continued. “Some poisons live in our hearts. And if we wish to truly be strong, we must face them, too.”

The murmuring started immediately, confused and wary. I stiffened, and Anastasia glanced at me sharply, but Brakka kept speaking.

“When I left this place,” he said, “I did so because I was tired of what others wanted me to be. You made me into a story. I was a destroyer and a conqueror. But stories twist the truth, and make us forget who we were. I was not just your champion. I was a brother. A son. And I left because I could not bear to see what we had become.”

The camp had gone utterly still, and not a single orc moved. Even the crackling from the fires seem subdued beneath the weight of his words.

“You said strength is measured by who survives,” Brakka went on. “But I say strength is measured by who learns. We’ve buried too many for pride. Too many for anger. It’s time we bury those things, too.”

Anastasia’s gaze softened, though her expression stayed guarded. Hilde hadn’t moved since the orc had begun his speech, though she clutched a drink with both hands like she was afraid someone might try to take it from her. Skrit blinked up at Brakka with wide eyes, while Caspian nodded along in agreement, and Skarviss watched everyone with deep suspicion.

“And what do you propose, Brakka?” the chieftain asked.

“I propose we make amends where we can,” Brakka replied and raised his chin. “That we start to forgive rather than seek vengeance. And I know exactly where to start.”

The orc glanced over at me. Although we hadn’t told him the true purpose of our quest here, after the other orcs had told him about the dowry and the princess, he seemed to have put two and two together on his own. At least, the knowing smile on his face suggested that. He nodded once, and I rose to my feet.

“So, I would like to say--” I started.

“What the hell is going on?” a woman interrupted from behind me.

I whirled around to see the face of the orc princess, wrinkled in anger and tusks bared, staring down at me. Then, all I saw was a flash of iron.
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Chapter 16

She swung a cleaver at my head, and I barely managed to duck out of the way in time. Anastasia yelled something as she came to my side, and a moment later, the others protectively stepped in front of me to form a wall between me and the fuming orc woman.

The other orcs seemed shocked as the cleaver struck the ground with a dull thunk, and there were a few gasps as the blade bit deep into the packed dirt where I’d been standing just an instant before. The crowd erupted in startled shouts, though none of the orcs seemed willing to stop her.

“You!” she seethed. “You kick me out of the mountain, strip me of my rightful title, and steal my dowry? And then you have the nerve to come here, to my home, and disrupt my people?”

“Who the hell is that?” Anastasia whispered in Hilde’s direction.

“His ex-wife,” Hilde responded.

I was still crouching on the ground while I tried to catch my breath. I glanced at Brakka, whose calm expression hadn’t wavered.

“Creida--” the orc warrior said calmly.

“Don’t you dare try any of your peace-loving idiocy on me!” Her lips curled in distaste, and her tusks glinted as she turned to growl at him. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see how he humiliated me! Cast me out! I was his wife. I should’ve been treated with respect.”

“Technically,” I said hesitantly. “You weren’t my wife. You were the other dragon’s wife. It was more of an annulment situation, really. I didn’t, uh, there wasn’t exactly a marriage, per se, and…”

“You shut your mouth!” she roared.

She ripped the cleaver from the dirt so fast that it flung mud across the camp, and then she closed in on me. Right before she could swing it again, though, the chieftain slammed his fist down.

“Enough!” he roared.

Crieda froze, though her nostrils flared and her grip tightened around the handle. Every orc in the camp had turned to look at the chieftain, and the silence that followed felt immense.

The chieftain pulled himself to his full height, and his broad frame cast a long shadow across the packed earth. His eyes were as dark and sharp as obsidian as they moved from the cleaver in Creida’s hands to the shallow groove it had carved in the ground. When he spoke again, his voice was low, like the rumble of distant thunder before a storm.

“You shame yourself, daughter,” he said. “You shame me. We do not attack our guests.”

“You call it shame to demand justice?” she snapped. “He took what was mine, and left me with nothing!”

“You speak of what was taken,” he said slowly as he held her gaze, “but not of what was earned. I understand your anger, but you can’t keep on about the dowry. It was promised as part of a union that no longer exists. However…”

The chieftain’s gaze slid toward me, and I could almost feel the weight of his judgement as he paused. My stomach sank, and my neck prickled in anticipation of the blow.

“There has been disrespect shown to our people,” he continued. “Our honor demands a balance.”

I exchanged a quick, uncertain glance with Anastasia. The orcs were now watching like wolves to see which way the wind might blow. I forced myself to stand straighter, even though my knees still felt like they might give out at any second.

“We didn’t come here to take anything,” I said carefully. “We came to set things right. The sickness that’s been spreading, and the food that’s killing you, it’s all connected to the things that have long been ignored. Maybe we can settle this without another blade swinging at my head?”

“You think a few boiled pots erases what’s been done?” Creida sneered.

“No,” Brakka said as he stepped forward. “But they can keep us from tearing each other up again. This man has helped us in a way that will carry on for generations. We should grant him some leniency.”

Creida’s eyes darted between Brakka and her father, and her jaw set so tightly I could almost hear her tusks grind. The chieftain stood like an unmoving wall, as if daring anyone, even his daughter, to challenge his word.

“If we’re talking about balance,” I said, “then maybe the solution doesn’t have to be about dowry ownership or punishment. Maybe it’s about making something new. We could, uh, arrange a sort of alliance. Trade, mutual aid, whatever you’d call it. The dowry can still serve its purpose, just in a way that helps everyone, not just one person.”

“You think to turn my grievances into charity?” Creida spat. “You insult me further with this softness.”

“It’s not soft,” Anastasia replied as she stepped forward. “It’s strategy. If you really want honor, then build it back with the living, not by spilling more blood.”

“And what would you know of honor, little girl?” Creida turned her glare on her.

“I know what pride can cost,” Anastasia replied coolly.

Brakka glanced between them before he gave Anastasia a single approving nod. Hilde, meanwhile, shifted her weight, clearly impatient with all the tension hanging in the air.

“If ye want somethin’ that feels fair,” Hilde said, “then make it about effort. The lass feels cheated outta what she’s owed? Fine. Then have her earn it back properly. A contest, maybe. The kind of thing yer folk respect.”

That suggestion earned a few approving grunts from the crowd. Creida didn’t dismiss it outright, but her frown deepened as she crossed her arms.

“You think I need to prove my worth to you?” she growled. “I’ve done more than you could ever imagine! Led raids, hunted beasts…”

“And yet, you’re arguing over soup,” Hilde interrupted. “Seems to me that a little proving wouldn’t hurt anyone’s pride if they could do it.”

Caspian, who had been quiet up until that moment, raised his hand like a student asking permission to speak.

“What if, instead of a contest, there’s a contribution?” the Sporefolk suggested. “Like a rebuilding effort? We’ve already fixed the food problem, so what if the dowry was used to find something that benefits both sides? A trading route or a shared settlement. Something that binds both groups together instead of splitting them apart!”

The idea hung in the air, and I could tell even Creida hesitated for a fraction of a second. Her eyes darted toward the chieftain as she gauged his reaction. He didn’t speak, but his expression looked less angry and more thoughtful.

Skrit scuttled down from his perch on a nearby post, landed beside me, and then looked up with a nervous twitch of his tail.

“Skrit thinks sharing is smart,” he squeaked. “Sharing keeps people from hitting each other with cleavers. Skrit likes not being hit with cleavers.”

That actually drew a few chuckles from the orcs, though they were quickly stifled. Creida’s knuckles were still white as she gripped her weapon, but the smallest twitch of her lip suggested she wasn’t entirely immune to the absurdity of the moment.

“Or perhapssss,” Skarviss said slowly. “The dowry could be transformed into a symbol of renewal. Melt it down and make something new from the ashes, something for both sides. That would honor both of us and end this foolish circling.”

The chieftain’s head tilted slightly, and he looked more interested than I had expected. His gaze moved over each of us in turn as he took in the strange collection of voices that had stepped forward to speak on behalf of the mountain.

“You all speak of balance as if it were so easily found,” Creida snorted as her nostrils flared. “But words can’t fix everything.”

“And pride can’t fix anything either, Creida,” Brakka said. “Look around you. See how the fires burn, the food nurtures, and the clan laughs again. That would never have returned if we’d let our pride guide us.”

Creida said nothing for a moment, though her fury slowly gave way to something more complicated. The hand holding her cleaver trembled almost imperceptibly, and she finally lowered it a few degrees when the chieftain sighed.

“Enough of this,” the orc leader said. “The dowry was meant to bind two clans in trust. That purpose has disappeared with the death of the dragon, but we can still find honor if we give it a new purpose.”

“We agree on that,” I replied.

“Then take another wife,” he said and nodded to the gathered orcs. “Not the most beautiful of us, obviously, just so it stays fair. The orcs will keep their connection to the mountain, and you may keep the dowry.”

I stood there for a second as I wondered if I had somehow misheard him. Was I really about to accept a second wife?

The crowd started to murmur again, and it rose and fell in a tide of disbelief and amusement. Orcs exchanged looks, and while some smirked, others raised their brows in poorly-concealed interest as they waited to see which orc would be my new wife.

Even Hilde nearly choked on her drink as she sputtered into her tankard, while Anastasia pinched the bridge of her nose like she was nursing the beginning of the worst headache of her life. Brakka looked like he might burst out laughing but was holding it in purely out of respect for his chief. My stomach, meanwhile, performed an impressive acrobatic twist that would’ve made a circus performer proud.

“Wait,” I said in a voice that was half an octave higher than usual. “Take another what now?”

“A wife,” the chieftain replied slowly and deliberately, like he was explaining it to a particularly dense child. “The bond between our clans must remain intact. You will choose one of our maidens, and the old dowry will serve its rightful purpose once more.”

Hilde clapped a hand over her mouth, though her eyes glimmered with the kind of malicious glee that only a dwarf could manage.

“Oh, this I have to see,” the dwarf muttered into her ale.

“Please tell me this isn’t about to become some sort of orc courtship ritual.” Anastasia gave a quiet groan beside me.

“It is absolutely about to become an orc courtship ritual,” Brakka coughed into his fist as his eyes sparkled with mischief. “It’s tradition.”

“I hate it here,” I whispered.

“Bring forth those who would stand for the honor of the mountain bond!” The chieftain declared as he lifted a single hand. “Let them show their worth to the one who would claim their hand!”

The orcs roared in approval, and the wave of sound was deafening. Within moments, a handful of orc women began to step forward through the firelight, and each one sized me up with an intensity that made my knees wobble.

They were all tall, broad-shouldered, and looked like they could snap a bear in half before breakfast. One cracked her knuckles, and another grinned wide enough to reveal tusks like small daggers.

“Skrit,” I whispered, “is it too late to run?”

“Skrit votes yes,” he squeaked from behind me, where he was already buried in Anastasia’s cloak for protection.

The first woman to step forward was easily a head taller than me, and her arms were thick with corded muscle. Her hair was braided down her back and decorated with bones, and she had a confident swagger that said she probably arm-wrestled bridge trolls for fun.

“You,” she demanded as she pointed a massive finger at me. “Can you lift a boar?”

“U-uh,” I stammered. “Depends on the boar.”

“Weakness smells bad,” she grunted in disapproval. “Next!”

“Oh, gods,” Hilde let out a wheezing laugh. “This is brilliant!”

The second woman came forward, and though she was shorter, she still towered over me. She wore a necklace of fangs and carried herself with a deliberate slowness as her eyes narrowed in a quick appraisal.

“Can you cook?” she asked simply.

“Technically,” I said, thinking back to the microwaved meals I used to make. “Yes?”

“Without poisoning anyone?” Her eyes widened slightly.

“That’s a work in progress,” I chuckled.

“Honest.” She nodded gravely and stepped back into the crowd. “I like that.”

“You’re doing great,” Brakka whispered as he leaned in with an enormous grin on his face. “They haven’t hit you yet.”

I shot him a look that would have killed a lesser orc, but then the third woman strode forward with an even greater confidence than the other two. She was scarred and bald save for a single braid running from the middle of her head down to her shoulders.

“I am Drakka,” she said. “Do you fight?”

“Define fight,” I said hesitantly.

“Good answer,” she replied with a dangerous smile.

Then, without warning, she swung her fist. I barely ducked in time, and I felt the air rush past my ear as she laughed.

“Reflexes!” she said. “You’ll do fine.”

Anastasia muttered something about barbarism under her breath, while Hilde practically fell over laughing again. Brakka crossed his arms and looked immensely amused with the unfolding chaos.

The next woman was younger, maybe barely a young adult, and her face was painted with swirling green patterns. She looked more nervous than the rest, and she shuffled her feet as she stepped forward.

“If… if you pick me, would we get to live in the mountain?” she asked shyly. “I like mountains.”

“Well, yeah,” I said and glanced at my companions. “We all live in the mountain.”

“Good!” Her face brightened instantly. “I like you!”

The crowd erupted in laughter again, and I wanted to crawl into a hole and stay there forever.

“Skrit thinks you’re in trouble,” the goblin whispered.

“Oh, you think so?” I hissed back.

The fifth contender marched forward with what looked like an entire roasted leg of some kind of beast. She tore off a piece with her teeth, chewed thoughtfully, and looked me up and down.

“Do you eat meat?” she asked around a mouthful of food.

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

“Good, ‘cause I hate picky eaters.” She nodded in approval and then shoved the leg at me. “Prove it.”

I looked at Anastasia for help, and the princess gestured vaguely as if to say ‘go on, humor her’. So I took the leg, bit into it, and nearly gagged. It tasted exactly how I imagined burnt leather would, but maybe dipped in its weight in vinegar. The woman smiled proudly and turned back to the crowd.

“He eats like a warrior!” she bellowed.

I pasted a smile on my face, even though I was trying very hard not to die on the spot. Hilde clapped me on the back and laughed so hard she nearly dropped her drink.

The next contender was older, and her hair was streaked with silver. Her face was stern, and I had a feeling she hadn’t smiled in a long time.

“A union is a serious thing,” she said gravely. “Would you honor it properly?”

“I’m, uh, really not exactly sure what that entails, but I’ll do my best to be a good husband,” I replied.

She stared at me for a long moment before she sighed and walked away while she muttered something about younglings with no commitment. The orcs were eating this up, and they laughed, cheered, and made loud bets with each other about which woman I’d choose. I wanted to explain that I didn’t want to actually choose anyone, but I got the sense that clarification might make things worse.

“You’re handling this well,” Brakka chuckled.

“I’m sweating in places I didn’t know I could sweat,” I muttered.

The laughter around the fire had swelled to a near riot at that point, and the place was practically a full festival of amusement all at my expense. Every few seconds, another orc would demand a test from the back, whether it was to lift a rock or gut a fish, and every time, the chieftain bellowed for silence while clearly fighting a smile.

I was interrogated about everything from my sleep schedule to my opinion on battleaxes versus hammers. It felt like being on the world’s most terrifying talk show, with the added threat that at any moment, one of the contestants might throw me across a fire pit for fun. My legs were starting to ache from standing so long under all those watchful, piercing eyes, but my companions were no help.

Hilde had long since stopped trying to hide her laughter, and Anastasia was watching me with a look of slight academic interest, as if studying a rare species of idiot in its natural environment. Skarviss spent more time evaluating each of the possible brides, while Caspian muttered comments that only the lizard could hear. Skrit managed to look sympathetic, though he was more than happy to join the laughter with every ridiculous suggestion.

As for the contenders, each seemed determined to top the last in intimidation. One demonstrated how many skulls she could crush with a single hand by borrowing props from nearby spectators, while another proudly listed every creature she’d slain and concluded with ‘and I cook, too’. I nodded along and tried to look impressed while I subtly inched backward.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard Caspian asking if he should start taking bets, and Skrit chittered in laughter. The whole scene had become a carnival of chaos, complete with loud cheers and tankards being slammed together. Brakka leaned against a post, so he could better enjoy my misfortune.

Then, another orc woman stepped forward in what I could only describe as battle-ready wedding attire that was half-armor and half-lace. I didn’t have time to wonder how she’d put the ensemble together in such a short time, though I had a sneaking suspicion she’d been looking for a husband for a while.

“Can you scream?” she asked.

“What?” I blinked.

“When fighting,” she explained. “It has to be something loud and intimidating.”

“I mean, I can definitely make noise, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said.

She squinted at me and crossed her arms. I mentally prepared for her to throw a knife at me to test my noise capabilities herself.

“Show me,” she demanded.

Before I could explain that I didn’t particularly feel like performing my best impression of an orc battle cry in front of so many spectators, Hilde cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted over at me.

“Do it, lad!” she called. “Let’s hear yer mighty warrior yell!”

I groaned, but the audience quickly joined in and demanded to hear my battle cry. I was tempted to offer something wimpy, but I had a feeling they’d be more offended by my lack of effort than my actual shout, so I tried. It came out sounding more like a strangled shout of an offended goose, but I did try.

The camp erupted into wheezing laughter as orcs doubled over, and some actually fell to the ground. Even Brakka had to turn away, though his shoulders were shaking. The woman who had asked for the demonstration frowned for a second and then slowly nodded.

“Unique,” she said. “Fear in a new form. I like that.”

That somehow made it worse.

I rubbed at my temples as I silently begged for this nightmare to end. The next contestant at least seemed calmer, though I knew that could be deceptive among the orcs. She was a hulking woman with gentle eyes who carried what looked like a basket of woven reeds. She offered it to me solemnly, and inside was a bundle of herbs and dried flowers.

“For strength,” she said. “And to keep away the flies.”

“Flies?” I echoed.

“It’s very symbolic,” she said and then walked away before I could respond.

It wasn’t until the seventh or eighth contestant that things started to feel less like public humiliation and more like a fever dream that might never end. I’d been asked about how much meat I could eat in one sitting, whether I believed in pocket imps, if I could kill a snake with my bare hands, and one particularly unsettling question about my opinions on ‘shard pillow combat’. The last one had caused Anastasia to choke on her drink and Hilde to howl loudly as half the camp joined her. I wasn’t sure what answer would have saved me, so I simply said I needed to think about it and prayed nobody would ask for a demonstration. Eventually, the chieftain raised his hand, quieting the crowd.

“Enough!” he called. “Let the last of the willing step forward!”

I exhaled a silent prayer of gratitude, until I saw who had stepped up.

She moved from the back of the crowd, and though she was shorter than most of the others, her frame was strong and poised without being hulking. What drew my attention first was the veil. It was made from a soft, dark fabric that covered her face from the bridge of her nose downward, so only her bright eyes were visible. They were a shockingly deep shade of gold.

The murmuring around the camp quickly changed from laughter to low surprise that seemed to be a mix of curiosity and disbelief. Even the chieftain stiffened.

“No,” he said quietly as he stepped forward. “Daughter, you will not do this.”

“Wait,” I whispered to Brakka. “That’s his daughter?”

“One of them, yes.” Brakka nodded slowly as his grin faded. “The youngest.”

“I said no!” the chieftain repeated, louder this time. “You are not to stand among them. You will be ridiculed!”

“Let them ridicule me, father.” Her voice was calm but carried like thunder. “I know I am not as beautiful as Creida, but I am strong. And I would marry the dragon, if he would have me.”

I heard Hilde’s feet shuffle behind me, and I saw Anastasia adjust her stance so her hand was near her sword. Skarviss hissed something about hiding shame behind the veil, but thankfully, no one else seemed to have heard him. The chieftain looked pained, and his large shoulders seemed heavy with shame and pride all at once.

“You need not subject yourself to rejection,” he murmured. “There is no dishonor in staying where you are.”

“There is dishonor,” she said as she stepped forward. “There is dishonor in pretending I’m not enough.”

Her words struck something in me, and I had to admire her determination, even if I was only starting to understand just how out of my depth I was. The orcs parted as she walked toward me, and every movement of hers was precise, deliberate, and full of confidence that didn’t need to shout to be felt. The laughter died entirely as the orcs backed away in grudging respect.

She stopped in front of me and looked up… well, slightly down, given that she was half a head taller than me… and said nothing for a long moment. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to bow, compliment her veil, or just faint.

“Do you fight?” she asked softly. “Be honest.”

“I… barely,” I admitted. “Mostly, I try to make sure it doesn’t get to that point.”

“Good,” she said. “That means you think before you swing. Most don’t.”

That earned a conflicted wave of murmurs from some of the onlookers. Her eyes were bright and alive, and they studied me for a moment longer before she unfolded her arms.

“Would you run from me?” she asked.

“Honestly?” I smiled weakly. “I thought about it.”

She tilted her head, and for a moment, I thought she might be offended by that level of honesty. Instead, a low laugh escaped her, and it was deep and warm.

“Good,” she said. “You’re still honest.”

It was strange that she didn’t carry herself like the others, who all seemed determined to prove something with their size or volume. Her confidence felt quieter and steadier, and she didn’t seem to need to show off or even want to.

I tried to say something, anything to make this feel less like a public betrothal and more casual, but before I could, she stepped even closer, close enough that I could smell smoke and leather as her shadow nearly covered mine.

“You don’t look strong,” she said, though there was nothing mean in her tone. “But you have a strange courage.”

“That’s generous,” I replied. “People have been saying that about me a lot lately, but I would call it having a lot of gall.”

Her shoulders shook with laughter again, and the sound earned her a scandalized look from a couple of orcs, as if laughing were some sort of breach of orc etiquette.

“Maybe it is gall,” she said. “If you have enough gall to choose me, you won’t regret it.”

“Oh?” I tilted my head to the side.

“I’m strong,” she said solemnly. “I can fight. I can cook, badly, but I haven’t burned anything down yet.”

The chieftain rubbed a hand over his face and muttered something that sounded like a prayer to any gods who might be listening.

“If this is truly your will, then let it be so,” her father finally said when he looked at her again. “But remember, ridicule is crueler than the violence of battle.”

“I know,” she said quietly. “I’ve lived with both.”

That silenced everyone. She turned back toward me, and I realized there was more weight behind her words than I’d realized. I barely knew who this woman was, but at that moment, she seemed infinitely more human than any of the others who had tried to impress me with various displays of strength and noise.

I could see a faint shimmer of amusement behind her eyes, even warmth. She wasn’t saying anything to be tragic or noble, but to be honest. The crowd began to murmur again, though this time it sounded uneasy.

“Then let her prove her words,” Brakka said as he stepped forward. “The spirits themselves have been watching tonight. If the mountain accepts her choice, who are we to deny it?”

The orcs bowed their heads and murmured something I couldn’t understand. The chieftain gave a reluctant nod, and then the crowd seemed to collectively lean forward again as they waited for the conclusion of the final act.

“Tell me your name,” I said quietly.

“Zoria,” she said as she tilted her head. “Warrior of the East Ridge.”

“So,” I said slowly. “Zoria. You’re volunteering to marry me. Just… like that?”

“Why not?” she said simply. “You are strange, but kind. Not loud like the others. You don’t look at me with disgust, and you survived Creida’s cleaver, so that’s enough for a start.”

“That’s a pretty low standard,” I snorted.

“Then it’ll be easy to keep raising it,” she said, and from the tone of her voice, I realized she was smiling beneath the veil.

The rest of the orcs began to talk among themselves again as they argued in their gravelly tongue. They seemed to be debating which one I should choose, though Zoria didn’t seem to mind.

“Ye’ve got yerself in a right mess now, lad,” Hilde muttered as she sidled up next to me. “If this one looks bad enough to cover her face, it seems like ye’ve got a right monster on yer hands.”

“Honestly?” Anastasia elbowed me lightly. “I like her. She seems stable, for an orc.”

“That’s a relative term,” I whispered back.

“Stable compared to a volcanic eruption,” she amended.

Zoria turned her head slightly toward us, and though she’d probably heard our whispers, she didn’t seem offended.

“You speak very small when you’re nervous,” she said.

“I’m not nervous,” I said. “That much.”

“Your smell says otherwise,” she replied.

Hilde nearly fell down laughing, and I covered my face with my hand as I tried to keep my dignity intact. Zoria didn’t seem to notice, or care, that she’d just publicly announced my nervous scent to the entire clan. She stood tall, with her back straight and her hands folded behind her, like a soldier waiting for a command.

“If this union must happen,” the chieftain said at last, “then let it be decided by choice. The lord dragon may pick whom he will, and the clan will abide by his decision.”

That statement was met with eager cheers. The orcs clearly seemed to love a little drama, which included an important decision made in front of a waiting audience. I looked around at the other women, who were still standing expectantly near the fire pit. Each one seemed ready to crush me in a different creative way if I didn’t pick them.

Then, my eyes found Zoria again. She didn’t fidget, preen, or even seem to care about the spectacle. She just met my gaze evenly, as though daring me to see her as she saw herself. The decision here was easy.

“Well,” I said finally. “If this is how it has to be, I choose Zoria.”

The camp exploded into chaos. Half the orcs roared in delight, the other half shouted in disbelief, and somewhere off to the side, Creida swore loudly enough to shake the tents.

Zoria blinked once, seemingly stunned despite her earlier confidence, and then her hand went to her chest in surprise. The chieftain sighed, and covered his eyes with one hand.

“So be it,” he muttered in a voice that still carried through the uproar. “It is done. This union will stand.”

The uproar didn’t die down for quite some time. It was as if the entire camp had been waiting all night for an excuse to erupt, and now that one had finally come, there was no stopping it. Tankards were raised, drums started up somewhere in the back, and a few of the orcs even began to stomp their feet in some improvised celebratory rhythm. Hilde was shouting that she’d ‘called it’, though I was fairly certain she hadn’t called anything except that I’d probably die.

Anastasia and Skarviss, meanwhile, stood off to the side, engaged in a quiet conversation away from the main circle of celebration. Skrit danced in little circles at my feet while he chanted about marriage, and Caspian was clearly trying to stay out of the orcs’ way and avoid being stomped on while celebrating alongside them.

Zoria stood tall and composed at the center of the storm of laughing and shouting, and her veil caught the firelight in soft ripples. When her eyes met mine again, there was a flicker of surprise there, but also gratitude, buried under layers of strength and pride. I didn’t know what I was supposed to say in that moment, but I knew I needed to say something.

“So, uh,” I said as I scratched the back of my neck, “I guess this makes things official?”

Zoria’s eyes crinkled slightly, and I could feel the faintest curve of amusement to her lips, even though they were hidden beneath her veil.

“It does,” she replied.

I paused for a moment as she laughed, and some of the tension eased out of my shoulders. The break was short-lived, though, when the chieftain’s massive hand fell on my shoulder.

“Come,” he said quietly. “We must speak.”

There were plenty of things in this new world that would make my stomach drop, but none were as terrifying as the phrase ‘we must speak’ when delivered by a massive wall of tusks, muscle, and fatherly disapproval. The crowd parted as he led me away from the fire and toward the shadowed edge of camp where the night wind carried the scent of pine and smoke.

“I’m guessing this isn’t about wedding planning,” I said in a poor attempt at humor because I had absolutely nothing else to say.

He stooped, turned, and fixed me with a stare that could have ground stone into a fine powder. Yep, he was definitely a dad, and I knew exactly what he would do to me if I hurt his little girl.

“You’re brave,” he said slowly. “Or foolish.”

“I’ve been getting that a lot,” I said automatically.

“My daughter is… unlike the others,” he continued as he ignored me. “She has carried shame not of her making, and I have allowed it to fester because I thought it would harden her. Now, she stands here with you. You will treat her with respect. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely.” I nodded immediately. “I mean, yes, sir. Chief. Your… excellency?”

“You look weak,” he said bluntly. “But you carry strength in your words. And you do not lie, which is unusual among humans. The dowry, the wealth that had been previously given, will remain yours. You have earned it by renewing the bond between our clan.”

“I-- I can keep the dowry?” My jaw dropped a little.

“You can, but it is not all you will receive,” he replied.

“I’m sorry, what?” I blinked.

He turned slightly and glanced back toward the campfire, where Zoria was now surrounded by her peers, most of whom were still staring in a mix of curiosity and disbelief.

“You took what many would not,” he explained. “My ugliest daughter, the one hidden away behind a veil of shame. And as the consort of the dragon you have given her new standing among her own, and for that, I owe you a greater gift.”

“Ugliest seems like kind of a strong word choice,” I said.

“Do you disagree?” He shot me a look.

“I haven’t seen her face yet,” I frowned. “But so far, she’s got a solid personality, and she doesn’t seem particularly ugly to me.”

For a moment, the chieftain went silent. Then, unexpectedly, a deep rumbling laugh broke from his chest.

“You are either blind or wise,” he said. “Either will serve her well.”

“I’ll take wise, for the record,” I replied, and he clapped a hand on my shoulder which, given the size difference, nearly dislocated it.

“Then listen closely,” he said. “You will take the dowry, and you will also take a token of this clan as a sign of the bond and my trust.”

He reached into a pouch tied to his belt and drew out a small, polished stone. It was deep green with veins of silver, and it shimmered faintly even in the dim light.

“This is an oathstone,” he said. “As long as you protect what is mine, it will protect you in turn.”

“That sounds…” I stared at the stone, and then at him. “Like a lot of responsibility.”

“It is,” he said. “But if you truly mean to give her purpose beyond pity, then it will serve you both.”

I took the stone carefully, and I could feel its warmth pulse faintly against my palm. It felt alive, though that could have been my nerves.

“I promise,” I said quietly. “I’ll treat her well. I don’t know how this marriage thing will look exactly, or even what I’m doing most of the time, but I won’t humiliate or pity her. You have my word.”

The chieftain studied me for a long heartbeat, and then he smiled.

“Then perhaps my daughter has chosen well after all,” he said as though I wasn’t the one that had chosen her. “Return to the fire. I’ve no doubt she’s anxious to spend more time with the man who would claim her as his wife.”

I let out a slow breath as he turned and strode back toward the others. My legs felt like lead, but there was also something else humming beneath the exhaustion, like a strange excitement.

When I reached the circle again, the atmosphere had shifted slightly. The laughter was still there and the toasts still flowed freely, but the looks I got were no longer mocking, and instead, held some amount of begrudging respect. Zoria stood near the edge of the fire, with her hands still folded behind her back. When she saw me, she tilted her head slightly.

“Did he threaten to kill you?” she asked casually.

“Only a little,” I said. “But in a nice, fatherly sort of way.”

“It means he respects you,” she hummed. “He never thought anyone would choose me, and now he must see that strength comes in many forms.”

“That’s definitely one way to interpret it…” I glanced toward the fire for a moment and took a deep breath. “And, for the record, I don’t think you’re the ugly one here. I mean, compared to everyone else in this camp, I’m clearly the weakest link.”

“You’re strange,” her shoulders shook with laughter. “But it’s fascinating to watch. I look forward to many such encounters.”

“My strangeness had been confirmed by multiple reliable witnesses,” I responded. “And Skarviss could probably recite every line by heart if you wanted to hear what others have said about me.”

“I’ll remember that,” she said in a teasing voice.

A hush spread through the camp before I could reply, and I saw that the chieftain had raised his hand once more. He waited until the noise had faded, and then he turned to look at me and his daughter.

“It is tradition,” he said, “that before dawn, all secrets and shame are revealed. Bonds should begin with truth.”

I heard Zoria inhale slowly, and then her hand reached toward her veil. My stomach twisted as I realized what was about to happen, and I was vaguely aware that the crowd had leaned forward in perfect unison to see my reaction.

When she finally pulled the fabric away, I sucked in a quiet breath, and did my best to stay upright.
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Chapter 17

I didn’t know what I’d expected. Something monstrous, maybe, or perhaps a scar that had destroyed her face. There had to be something that might justify the way she’d been treated. But instead, she was radiant. She had strong features, sure, with sharper cheekbones and a broader jaw than the average human, but her tusks were smaller than the other orcs I’d seen, and were actually kinda cute. Her features resembled an eastern european model, and her body looked like it belonged to a fitness model who was trained as a boxer. When her skin caught the light, it glowed like patinized bronze, and her hair fell in a cascade of deep red that seemed to burn in the firelight.

The silence around the fire was absolute. Even Hilde, for once, was speechless. The orcs turned their faces away, and I could see a mix of both uncomfortable and mildly disgusted faces.

It didn’t feel real as I watched the firelight play along her cheekbones to trace the faint scars near her jawline and illuminate the red strands of her hair. She didn’t look like the other orc women, with their jutting tusks, harsh angular brow ridges, and exaggerated musculature that turned most expressions into snarls. There was still strength there, as we’d all witnessed, but it was tempered by grace.

I wasn’t sure whether to breathe, blink, or apologize for staring too long.

The orcs who were still watching, however, were visibly horrified. They stared at her like they were looking at something gone horribly wrong, while they whispered to themselves in harsh, guttural tones. Some shifted uncomfortably, while others wrinkled their noses, and one particularly dramatic onlooker covered her mouth in pity. Apparently, softer features and smaller tusks were seen as deformities here.

Zoria’s back stiffened under the scrutiny, even if she didn’t show it on her face. She kept her chin up and her expression perfectly composed, like she’d expected this reaction and was refusing to flinch.

“Well,” the dwarf muttered. “I guess I can see why these orc lads don’t fancy her much. Too few pointy teeth, not enough scars. Poor lass looks downright… Polished.”

“She’s beautiful,” Anastasia said softly as her brows lifted in surprise.

“By our standards, sure,” Caspian murmured. “But by theirs, she looks like someone forgot to finish carving her.”

“Now you see,” Zoria said as she met my gaze. “This is the face of dishonor.”

I blinked once as I tried to reconcile the sheer absurdity of that statement with the fact that she looked like she’d stepped out of some ancient Greek epic about Amazonian warriors.

“If this is dishonorable, then I’d really hate to see what your people consider beautiful,” I replied and then immediately realized that Creida was probably considered the most beautiful orc in the tribe.

That earned me another soft, rich laugh from deep in her chest. It made the nearest orcs flinch, like they’d been stung, and I realized that the typical orc laugh was big and ear-busting.

“You were not meant to bear this shame again,” the chief said and sighed. “But you face it without fear. That is the blood of my line.”

“Fear makes you small,” she said. “I decided a long time ago not to be small.”

“Then let it be known that my daughter stands unveiled, and the bond is sealed by truth,” the chieftain announced. “The clans will honor this union.”

The orcs cheered, though the sound was half-hearted, like the applause given after a bad play that no one wanted to admit they didn’t enjoy. A few raised their cups, while others looked away, clearly uncomfortable with Zoria’s face. To them, she was probably a reminder that not every kind of strength looked like a battle wound. To me, she was a reminder that I was still wildly out of my depth.

“Congratulations,” Hilde said and patted me on the back hard enough to rattle my teeth. “You’ve married the only orc lass who looks like she bathes regularly. Ye’ll have clean children, at least.”

“Thank you for that mental image,” I groaned.

“I mussssst admit, I didn’t expect this outcome,” Skarviss hissed. “But… you could have done worse.”

“Could have?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said primly. “For inssstance, you could have chosen the one who asked if you sssscreamed.”

“That’s fair,” I admitted.

“Why do your friends speak as though I’m not here?” Zoria turned her head toward them as she frowned slightly.

“Oh, that’s just their, uh, way,” I said. “They ‘advise’ me constantly. It’s a bonding thing.”

“What a strange bond,” she murmured. “But I like it.”

The orcs were still murmuring in the background, though the energy gradually shifted from shock to reluctant acceptance. Food was passed around again, tankards refilled, and a few brave souls even approached Zoria, though most only bowed stiffly before retreating. Brakka, however, came forward without any hesitation and grinned at my new bride.

“I’ll say this much,” the champion laughed, “you always did know how to surprise them, Zoria.”

“You sound proud.” Her lips curved into a faint smile.

“Maybe I am,” he said and studied her for a moment. “It’s good to see you stand tall again.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a faint grin.

“You, though, are either the luckiest or dumbest man alive,” Brakka added as his gaze shifted toward me.

“Why not both?” I suggested.

“Fair enough!” he snorted and then clapped me on the back.

As the night wore on, the celebration shifted from roaring chaos to something warmer. The drumbeat slowed, and the songs that followed sounded more like stories sung in rough, deep voices about old loves, lost clans, and new beginnings. Even Hilde grew quiet while she leaned against a log with a satisfied grin, and poor Caspian tried to translate the lyrics in real time for the rest of us with limited success.

Zoria stayed near me, and every so often, she’d glance my way, as if making sure I was still there. She looked like she was waiting for me to bolt, and my attempts at a reassuring smile didn’t seem to do the job.

“You’re quiet,” I said at some point.

“I’m thinking,” she said.

“That’s dangerous,” I chuckled. “For me, I mean. For you, it probably leads to good ideas.”

“You really aren’t bothered by my appearance?” she pressed as she tilted her head to study me.

“Zoria, if I looked like you, I’d never wear a veil again,” I replied. “In fact, I’d have my face plastered on every empty surface I found.”

That drew a startled laugh from her, and this time, she didn’t bother to hide it. The sound cut through the low hum of voices and earned her a few sideways looks. She threw her head back and really laughed, and the sound echoed through the camp like music.

Her father, who was watching from a distance, sighed again, but there was a trace of something like pride behind his exasperation. He turned away to mutter to one of the elders about impossible daughters and foolish men, but the tone wasn’t as angry so much as happily irritated.

I couldn’t stop smiling. Somehow, despite all the insanity with the contests, the near-decapitation, and the shouting, it felt right. Not perfect or romantic, but we had gotten through this for the sake of both the mountain and now Zoria.

Eventually, the fire burned lower, and the orcs slowly headed to their tents. Hilde had fallen asleep on her log, and she snored loudly enough to drown out the drums. Anastasia was still awake, though she was reading something she’d somehow managed to salvage from her pack, while Skrit had burrowed into a pile of discarded furs and declared it his new home. Skarviss had disappeared into the shadows again, though the faint light from Caspian suggested the pair were hunkered down near a clump of small trees.

“You should rest,” Zoria suggested as she watched the party come to an end. “We have a long journey tomorrow.”

“I probably should,” I agreed. “But what about you? You should rest as well.”

“I don’t sleep much,” she said. “Old habit. Warriors sleep lightly.”

“Right,” I said and nodded. “And I’m guessing if I try to insist you sleep, you’ll just tell me I’m soft.”

“Maybe.” She grinned faintly.

The silence between us was easy and warm in a way that surprised me. I found myself watching the way the fire caught her hair, the faint line of a scar beneath her jaw, and the calm steadiness in her movements. For someone who’d grown up believing she was ugly, she carried herself with more grace and confidence than anyone else in the orc camp.

“Why did you really do it?” I asked. “Step forward, I mean.”

“Because I was tired of being hidden,” she said after a full minute of silence. “I thought… I thought if I stood where everyone could see me, I would stop caring what they thought about me.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now I see I was right,” she said.

“Good,” I replied and smiled. “You know, I think I’m starting to understand your people a little.”

“Oh?” she snickered and tilted her head. “How so?”

“They think strength is what you can lift,” I said. “You think strength is what you can carry.”

“That’s good,” she said in surprise. “Maybe you’ll survive this marriage after all.”

“High praise from someone so… strong,” I said.

“You’re welcome,” she replied in an amused voice.

Zoria lingered near the fire as Anastasia took a seat beside me, casually laid out on pine needles and leaves like she was on a mattress back at the palace.

“So,” Anastasia said first, tilting her head, “the warrior bride of the orcs joins our little group.”

“The first wife of the dragon,” Zoria replied with equal calm. “You are small.”

“Right.” I coughed. “We’re all friends here, remember? Team effort, mutual respect, peace treaties…”

“Relax,” Anastasia interrupted smoothly. “I’m not offended. She’s right. I am small. But I make up for it with intellect.”

“Brains are good,” Zoria nodded once, as though evaluating. “I prefer muscle. Together, that makes balance.”

“Balance,” Anastasia echoed, amused. “That’s a very diplomatic way to put it.”

“I am learning,” Zoria said, glancing briefly at me. “From him.”

“Gods help us all,” Anastasia murmured, though her lips curved faintly upward.

The tension didn’t vanish entirely, but it softened as the moments passed. They were both too intelligent and too self-assured to fall into a petty rivalry, but still, there was an undercurrent of it, the natural gravity of two powerful women circling the same situation.

“You know,” Anastasia said after a pause, “for what it’s worth, you did well tonight. I’ve seen commanders hesitate in smaller crowds.”

“You would praise me?” Zoria’s brow furrowed slightly.

“Reluctantly, of course.” Anastasia smiled. “But yes. You had courage. I respect that.”

“And I respect that you don’t hide behind him,” Zoria replied, inclining her head.

“It’d be much more apt for him to hide behind me,” Anastasia joked.

“I am sitting right here,” I said and waved a hand.

“Exactly,” both of them said in unison.

They both laughed, quietly at first, then more freely. Zoria eventually stood, brushing off her hands and glancing toward her tent.

“I will rest now,” she said. “Tomorrow will be long.”

We bid her goodnight, then I turned my attention back to my first wife, who was looking equally tired as she stifled a yawn.

“Try to get some sleep,” Anastasia said.

“What do you mean?” I frowned. “Of course I’ll get some sleep.”

“I mean,” She gave me a look that was equal parts regal and mischievous. “It’s your wedding night, dragon. You’re supposed to bed your new wife.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “I knew that. I just don’t want to leave you alone.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said softly. “You do what a dragon would do.”

“Take my new wife and make her mine?” I asked cautiously.

“Exactly,” she smirked. “Go on, before I change my mind and remind her how sharp my tongue is.”

I hesitated, but the warmth in her tone carried no malice. If anything, there was encouragement there, a surprising kind of grace. She wanted this to work, not just for diplomacy, but for me. So I stood, and with one last glance at Anastasia, I followed Zoria’s fading silhouette toward her tent.

The air outside was cold enough that my breath misted as I walked. The camp had quieted, save for the low crackle of dying fires and the distant rumble of orcs still drinking themselves into sleep. Zoria’s tent stood apart from the rest, simple but carefully made, with painted symbols along the flaps that glowed faintly in the moonlight.

When I ducked inside, she was already there, kneeling near a small brazier where embers glowed faintly. The light painted her in warm tones-- her bronze skin, and the red hair cascading loose down her shoulders. She looked up when I entered, her golden eyes steady.

“I thought you would stay with her,” she said quietly.

“Well, she’s not my only wife now.” I replied. “It’s our wedding night.”

Surprise flickered over her face, then a shadow of disbelief. She rose slowly, her movements deliberate, and for the first time since I’d met her, I saw uncertainty in her stance.

“I never thought I would have one,” she said. “A wedding night.”

“You’ve never…” I started, then stopped myself before finishing that sentence.

“Orcs marry for strength,” she said. “For alliances. For children. Not for love. Not for… beauty. And I was never the kind they wanted for that. You saw how they looked at me.”

I stepped closer. The air in the tent felt warmer now, thicker somehow, carrying the scent of smoke and leather and something vaguely floral that clung to her skin. Soap, maybe. On an orc, it felt unexpected.

“I did,” I said. “But they’re wrong.”

“Wrong?” Her eyes flicked up to mine, wary but hopeful.

“Zoria,” I said softly, “you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. Stronger than most people I’ve met, man or woman or orc. And you stood there tonight and faced their judgement without flinching. That’s… that’s something rare.”

“You are kind,” she breathed out a shaky laugh, the sound small but real. “But kind words don’t change what I am.”

“They don’t need to,” I said. “You don’t need changing.”

Silence settled between us again. She looked at me for a long moment, really looked, as if deciphering whether I believed what I’d said. Then, finally, she stepped closer. The distance closed slowly, her hand brushing mine, rough from years of battle yet trembling faintly.

“You really believe that?” she asked quietly.

“I do,” I said.

I didn’t know who moved first, but the next moment, her lips were on mine. It was steady, deliberate, like everything else about her. The kind of kiss that said more than any words could. She tasted faintly of smoke and honeyed ale, of warmth and wildness and something entirely her own. When she pulled back, she let out a small, startled laugh.

“That’s surprisingly enjoyable,” she said.

“Surprisingly?” I replied in mock-offence.

The heat from the fire mingled with the warmth radiating from her body. Gently, I reached out, and cupped her face in my hands. Her skin was smooth, flushed from the fire’s embrace, and she leaned into my touch, her eyes locking onto mine.

Our lips met in another slow, tentative kiss, respectful at first, like we were just testing the waters. But her mouth quickly parted to invite me deeper, and my tongue slipped past her lips, tasting the sweetness of her breath mingled with the faint tang of alcohol from the feast. She moaned softly, her hands sliding up my chest and fingers curling into my shirt as she pressed her body against mine. I could feel the strength in her body, the warrior’s build, and her muscles taut from years of training, yet yielding now.

I pulled back just enough to look at her, and brushed my thumb against her cheek.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmured.

She blushed, the rosy pink clouding faintly over her bronze skin. Carefully, she peeled off the layers of her orc clothing, and I did the same for mine. Naked now, she stood proud, as I took it all in-- her full breasts and toned abdomen, hips that flared invitingly, and between her thighs, a thatch of dark red curls.

My cock was already stiff as her gaze dropped to it, eyes widening with a mix of curiosity and hunger. She reached out, her hand wrapped around my shaft, and stroked it slowly from base to tip. The sensation sent a jolt through me, and I groaned and pulled her closer. We tumbled onto the furs by the fire, her body warm and welcoming beneath mine.

I kissed her neck and trailed my lips down to her collarbone, then lower to capture one nipple in my mouth. I sucked gently at first, then harder, my tongue flicking over the peaked bud as she arched her back, gasping. Her fingers tangled in my hair, urging me on.

“More,” she breathed, and I obliged, lavishing attention on her other breast while my hand slid down her side over the curve of her hip. She was already wet, her pussy slick as I parted her folds with my fingers, circling her clit with slow, firm pressure. Zoria thrust against my hand, her breaths coming in short pants. She continued to buck harder and harder until her panting reached a crescendo.

“Another,” she panted out.

“Say please,” I joked as I nibbled her ear lob.

“Please,” she replied.

“Good,” I relented.

I positioned myself between her legs, the head of my cock nudging her entrance. With a shared glance, I pushed forward and sank into her tight heat inch by inch. She was already wet enough for me to slide deep without resistance, and once I had, her walls clenched around me like a velvet fist.

We moved together then, as I thrust steadily, pulling almost entirely out before driving back in and feeling her pussy grip me with every stroke. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and her heels dug into my back, pulling me deeper. Her nails, sharper than any human woman’s, raked down my shoulders and left faint trails of pain that only served to make the pleasure feel all the better.

“Harder,” she demanded, her strength shining through as she met my hips with her own, slamming up to take me fully.

The room filled with the sounds of our bodies, skin slapping skin, as both of us grew louder. I shifted, and hooked one of her legs over my shoulder to hit deeper. She was close. I could feel it in the way she trembled, her breathing ragged, and the tight grasp of her nails against my back.

I had apparently guessed right. She let out a shattered gasp, her body seizing as an orgasm ripped through her. Her pussy spasmed, milking my cock with rhythmic pulses.

The sight of her, with her head thrown back and lips parted in ecstasy, pushed me over the edge. I thrust deep one last time, burying myself as I came.

We collapsed together, our breaths mingling in the afterglow. Zoria’s hand traced lazy patterns on my chest, her eyes soft with affection. We fell asleep entangled, the warmth holding despite the cold of the night.

Dawn crawled into the valley like it was reluctant to be seen. A pale fog hung low over the orc camp and curled through the remnants of last night’s celebration. There were overturned cups, trampled dirt, and a half-eaten roast leg of something that Skrit had claimed for himself. The air still carried that heavy, smoky tang of fire and iron, but I woke to Hilde poking me in the ribs with her boot. Zoria had already left the tent, a fact that I realized when I reached out and found nothing beside me but empty space.

“Up ye get, lad,” she grunted. “Sun’s up, and yer face looks far too peaceful. We can’t have that.”

“Do dwarves ever just… greet the morning quietly?” I asked as I blinked blearily at the dwarven leader.

“Not unless it’s with a quiet hammer,” she said. “Up and at ‘em.”

Anastasia was already awake, of course, and she was brushing frost from her cloak. Skarviss was coiled lazily near the dying embers as his tongue flicked in irritation at the cold. Caspian was doing his best to reassemble the map and other belongings we’d need for the trip home, half of which Skrit was currently sleeping on.

I finally spotted Zoria, who stood on a small rise overlooking the camp. Her red hair was pulled into a tight braid that caught the early light like a thread of fire. When the wind lifted it slightly, she didn’t move or even shiver. She watched the horizon carefully, like she wanted to be sure no one would attack us before we’d made it back to the mountain, where she would be safely ensconced as the second wife.

It was strangely comforting, and also vaguely terrifying, to know that she took her duties so seriously. I dragged myself to my feet, brushed pine needles off my cloak, and looked toward the camp as the orcs began their morning rituals. Warriors stacked weapons, and fire hissed as water hit embers. Someone laughed far too loudly, and another threw what looked suspiciously like a boar carcass into a sled.

“Beautiful morning,” I said half-heartedly.

“Yer definition o’ beautiful needs work,” Hilde replied as she shouldered her pack.

“Everything hurts,” Caspian muttered and then yawned. “Why does everything hurt?”

“Because ye’ve got the constitution of a bread roll,” Hilde said.

“You all make too much noissse in the morning.” Skarviss raised his head lazily. “My scalessss ache.”

“Your scales ache?” Anastasia asked dryly. “From what? Existential dread?”

“Exactly,” the lizardfolk hissed.

Zoria turned slightly at the sound of our bickering, and her golden eyes glinted beneath the rising sun.

“You travel like a family,” she said. “Loud. But not terribly unkind.”

Before we could finish packing, a familiar, heavy tread approached. Brakka appeared through the mist, and though his expression was solemn, his eyes were bright. The armor he wore was polished, and his tusks were freshly oiled, or whatever the orc equivalent of that was. It was another reminder that he really wasn’t the nomadic orc chef we’d first assumed, but this was far better, anyway.

“So, you’re really leaving,” he said.

“Seems like it,” I replied. “If we stay any longer, Hilde might start a bar fight just for the hell of it.”

“Ye say that like it’s a bad thing,” Hilde muttered.

Brakka chuckled and then looked at Zoria. His smile softened, and he nodded in approval when he saw she hadn’t replaced the veil.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you step forward like that,” he said quietly. “The camp hasn’t stopped talking about it.”

“They’ll stop soon,” she said and shrugged. “When something else gives them reason to.”

“You’ve done well,” the warrior said as he turned to me. “Better than what the orcs could do themselves. The clan owes their lives to you.”

“That’s one way to describe nearly being cleaved in half and accidentally married,” I said.

Brakka laughed and held out his hand. I hesitated as I wondered how strong his grip was, but then I grabbed it and gave it a hearty shake. His grip nearly crushed mine, but I held firm.

“Whatever they may say about you anywhere else, remember you’ll always have friends here,” he declared.

“Right back at you,” I replied.

“Good,” he said. “And if you ever return, bring good ale.”

“Aye, ye don’t need to ask us twice!” Hilde grinned.

The rest of the farewells were brief, and they felt more like temporary goodbyes than something longer. Zoria inclined her head to her father, and he bowed in return, not as a warrior and chief, but as a daughter and father. When we finally turned away from the camp, I felt the eyes of a hundred orcs on us, and while some were curious or still judging, most seemed quietly proud.

The valley stretched out before us, vast and gleaming beneath the weak sun. Frost glittered on the grass, and the wind was sharp enough to bite through leather as we started walking.

By midmorning, the noise of the camp had faded behind us and been replaced by the crunch of boots over frozen earth. The trail wound between rocky ridges and crooked pines, and Hilde started to hum what I could only assume was a dwarven marching song, which sounded suspiciously like a dirge about drinking oneself into battle readiness. Skrit, who scurried behind her, tried to hum along, and though it was off-key, it was enthusiastic.

Caspian was just behind the goblin and was forced to make a few fancy moves of his own to avoid Skrit as the goblin danced and swayed. Anastasia had found an interesting-looking stick, which she occasionally used to annoy Skarviss, who hissed each time it swung too close.

Zoria walked at the front, sure-footed and silent. Her movements were measured and unhurried, and every so often she’d point out something, from a cluster of claw marks on a tree or an ancient stone marker half-buried in moss.

“We used to patrol this path,” she said. “Before our connection to the other valleys fractured.”

“Do you miss it?” I asked.

“I miss what it meant,” she said. “But not what it became.”

The road dipped and then climbed again. When I fell into step beside her, she glanced over at me with an amused expression.

“For someone as confused as you, I’m glad you at least listen well,” she noted.

“That’s a rare compliment coming from you,” I said.

“It’s the only one you’re getting today,” she replied.

“Are ye two flirtin’ or philosophizin’?” Hilde called out from behind us. “I can’t tell from back here!”

“Both!” I yelled back.

Zoria didn’t respond, but I could swear there was a smile in her eyes.

By noon, we stopped at a river that cut through the frost-bitten forest. The water was icy and clear as it rushed over the rocks, and Hilde scooped handfuls of water to rub over her face. Skrit tried to do the same and nearly fell in, and Anastasia fished him out with the kind of expression someone would use when correcting an unreasonable child. Skarviss coiled on the bank as he flicked his tongue toward the current.

“The water here tastesss old,” the lizard said. “Like memory.”

“That’s… oddly poetic for you,” Caspian said.

“I’m hungry,” the lizard-man muttered as he ignored the mushroom.

“He sounds a lot less poetic now,” Anastasia sighed.

“This place saved me once,” Zoria said as she knelt by the river. “I fell into it running from a troll, and the water carried me farther than I thought I could go.”

“And now you’re walking back toward it,” I said.

“Life is a circle.” She nodded. “Sometimes you just walk it twice.”

“That’s depressing,” Hilde remarked.

“Only if you don’t learn the first time,” Zoria replied.

The morning stretched into a gray afternoon. The terrain grew steeper, and rocks jutted out from the sides of the path. The mountain loomed closer, still huge, silent, and unmoving. Every time we crested a hill, it seemed to grow taller.

The wind shifted as we crossed the final ridge, and the familiar scent of the mountain rolled over us. I took a deep breath of the stone, ash, and distant cook fires, and I realized this scent was now home.

The narrow trail wound upward through the mist, and each step echoed softly against the rock. Our breath misted in front of us, and the wind bit through every layer of clothing. Hilde’s songs gave way to a muttered monologue about food, while Skrit gnawed noisily on a leftover strip of jerky he’d taken from the orc camp.

Finally, the path bent sharply, and the entrance to the mountain kingdom came into view. Zoria moved closer to me, and though she hadn’t spoken much since we’d left the valley, I could sense her awe as her gaze swept up the sheer height of the entryway.

“It’s beautiful,” she said quietly.

The air carried her words deep into the archway, where it echoed faintly, like the mountain approved of her compliment.

“Well, enough gawkin’,” Hilde snorted as she bumped past us. “Let’s get inside before my toes freeze off. I’ve had enough campfires an’ weird stew to last me a lifetime.”

The air inside the mountain was noticeably warmer, and I felt a thin line of sweat form under my clothes. My boots scuffed over the familiar stone floor, and that was enough to send a strange ache through my chest.

I was home. Somehow, impossibly, this place was where I belonged and where I longed to be.

“Skrit missed this place!” the goblin cried in relief as he scampered ahead. “No angry orcs, no axes flying, no big shouting contests! Just stone and quiet and maybe food!”

“Mostly he missed the food,” Anastasia said dryly. “We’ll see about the quiet.”

Caspian laughed softly, and the sound echoed up the wide hall.

“The quiet won’t last long,” the sporefolk said. “I’m sure word will spread faster than we can unpack, and then there will be a thousand questions we’ll need to answer. The dwarves will want to know how we survived the orcs, and the lizardfolk will start placing bets on when we’ll start another war.”

“Let them bet,” Hilde said and thumped her axe against the floor for emphasis. “We’ve earned our peace. And if anyone wants a fight, they can start by challengin’ me.”

“She would fit in well with my people,” Zoria said with a smile. “Loud. Fearless.”

“Don’t give her ideas,” I muttered. “She already thinks she’s queen of the mountain.”

“Queen, aye!” Hilde grinned. “Has a nice ring to it.”

We made our way along the now-familiar paths as we wound upward through the inner tunnels. Every corridor shimmered faintly with veins of glowing crystal, and I smiled at the blue light.

“The air here isss much cleaner,” Skarviss hissed. “None of the rot like in the orc camp.”

“You changed the course of a sickness that lasted for generations,” Zoria hummed. “That’s not something my people will forget.”

“Hear that, lad?” Hilde grinned and then elbowed me. “You’ve got an orc wife singin’ your praises now. You’ll never live this down.”

“I didn’t know I needed to,” I replied and rolled my eyes.

The sound of running water reached us as we entered an inner chamber, where an underground river carved through the stone. Skrit leaned over the edge and then stuck a finger in the clear liquid.

“Water’s still warm!” he chittered. “Skrit bathes now!”

Before anyone could stop him, he jumped in with a splash that echoed down the hall. Hilde roared with laughter while Anastasia pinched the bridge of her nose.

“He’s going to get himself cooked one day,” she muttered.

“This place…” Zoria said softly as she looked around. “It feels like we’re standing inside something alive.”

“It kind of is,” I said. “You’re standing in the dragon’s chest, in a way. It’s the heart of the mountain.”

“Then may it keep beating for generations to come,” she replied.

We worked in silence for a while as we unpacked supplies, checked our stores, and cleaned dust from the sleeping quarters. It felt simple and grounding, which was more than welcome after the visit to the orc camp.

Every so often, I’d glance toward Zoria, who had begun exploring the mountain’s upper platforms. For someone who had grown up in a culture obsessed with might and brutality, there was a strange gentleness to how she treated everything she touched.

After everything we’d done, it was hard to believe only a week or so had passed. It felt like I’d been living in this new world for much longer than that.

Hilde was soon singing, and her voice echoed off the stone, loudly and cheerfully off-key. Anastasia joined her for a few lines before giving up and throwing a pebble in protest. Zoria was laughing quietly at the exchange, while Skarviss muttered about surface dwellers with no sense of harmony.

“This is a good mountain,” Zoria declared during a break between songs. “It will keep us safe.”

“It will,” I said quietly. “For now, at least.”

“Trouble always finds its way to places like this,” Anastasia added with a wry smile. “But at least we’ll be ready next time.”

Outside, the wind picked up again and brought the scent of rain and pine. I followed both women’s gazes toward the open distance, where the sky was bleeding into dusk. A single, low rumble rolled across the peaks from either a distant storm, or in this world, something else entirely. Zoria tilted her head, and her brow furrowed, which answered my question about the source.

“That wasn’t thunder,” she said slowly.

I turned toward the sound as a chill ran through me. After a few moments of squinting at the horizon, I finally saw something framed against the fading light. It was a massive shape, and it was moving our way.

The shape slowly resolved into something I could recognize. Broad wings cut through the clouds, and scales gleamed faintly like molten gold. It circled once, far off above a distant ridge, and even from our safe spot, I could feel its gaze turn toward our mountain.

Another dragon.

I couldn’t see its eyes perfectly from here, but something told me its eyes were locked on us.

“Well,” I murmured, my throat suddenly dry. “Looks like word’s gotten around that there’s a new dragon in town.”

“I guess we’ll find out soon if your mountain still remembers how to roar,” Zoria replied.

End of Book 1
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