
        
            
                
            
        

    
New Life of a Retired Max-Level Adventurer


Chapter 1: Arrival

The road to Millbrook wound through farmland so peaceful it almost hurt to look at.

Golden wheat swaying in the breeze. Orchards heavy with late-summer fruit. Stone fences older than most kingdoms, marking boundaries that hadn't changed in generations. Somewhere in the distance, a cow made a sound that cows make.

I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen a cow.

Dragons, yes. Demons, certainly. The twisted abominations that crawled from dimensional rifts in the Demon Wastes? More than I could count. But a cow, just standing in a field, doing cow things?

It had been a while.

I adjusted the pack on my shoulder and kept walking. The road was dirt, rutted from cart wheels, and my boots—fine leather, enchanted to never wear—seemed almost offensively out of place against it. A farmer passed me going the other direction, leading a donkey loaded with vegetables. He nodded politely. I nodded back.

No recognition in his eyes. No whispered "Is that—?" No sudden genuflection or desperate pleas for help with whatever monster was terrorizing the local countryside.

Just a nod. One traveler to another.

I could get used to this.



Millbrook announced itself with a weathered sign that read "MILLBROOK - Population 342 - Welcome Travelers" in paint that had seen better decades. The village beyond was exactly what I'd hoped for: small, quiet, utterly unremarkable. Thatched roofs and timber frames. A temple to the harvest goddess with a modest bell tower. A blacksmith whose forge sent lazy smoke into the afternoon sky.

And there, on the main road through town, listing slightly to the left like a drunk trying to maintain dignity: The Weary Dragon.

My new home.

I'd bought it sight unseen from the estate of its previous owner, a man named Harwick who'd apparently drunk himself to death two years prior. The solicitor in the capital had been surprised anyone wanted the property at all—"It's quite remote, sir, and in considerable disrepair"—but had been happy enough to take my gold.

Considerable disrepair was an understatement.

The sign hanging above the door featured a dragon that might have been fearsome once, before weather and neglect had reduced it to a vaguely reptilian smudge. The windows were intact but filthy. The door hung slightly askew on its hinges. The whole structure seemed to be held together by optimism and moss.

Perfect.

I pushed open the door—it groaned in protest—and stepped inside.

Dim. Dusty. The smell of stale ale and older regrets. A common room with tables and chairs stacked haphazardly, a bar along the back wall, a cold fireplace full of old ashes. Stairs leading up to what I assumed were guest rooms.

And a young woman with blue hair, frozen mid-sweep, staring at me like I'd materialized from thin air.

"The tavern is closed," she said. Her voice was steady, but her grip on the broom had tightened. "Has been for five months. If you're looking for lodging, there's a farmhouse three miles east—"

"I'm not looking for lodging." I let the door swing shut behind me, muting the afternoon light. "I'm Garrett Ironwood. I bought this place."

The broom lowered slightly. "You're the new owner?"

"That's what the paperwork says."

She studied me with eyes the same deep blue as her hair—assessing, calculating. I was used to being assessed, though usually by things trying to determine if I was predator or prey. This felt different. More personal.

"I'm Elise Varen," she said finally. "I was the maid here. Before Master Harwick passed." A pause. "I've been maintaining the property. Waiting to see if the new owner had any use for me."

"Do you want to be used?"

Her cheeks colored slightly. "I want to be employed. There's a difference."

"Fair enough." I looked around the dusty common room. "You've been maintaining this by yourself? For two years?"

"Someone had to. The building would have collapsed otherwise." There was pride in her voice, under the defensiveness. "I know it doesn't look like much, but the foundation is solid. The roof only leaks in three places. The cellar is dry and the well is clean."

"That's more than the solicitor told me."

"The solicitor never visited." She met my eyes directly. "I can cook, clean, manage inventory, and handle difficult customers. I know every supplier in the region and which ones will try to cheat you. I've kept this place standing with no budget and no help, and I can do a lot more with actual resources. I can hunt, too. I have a bow and some skill with it in case provisions are insufficient."

It was a job interview. She'd probably been rehearsing it for months, not knowing if the new owner would be someone who valued competence or someone who'd throw her out and hire cheaper help.

"You're hired," I said.

She blinked. "Just like that?"

"Just like that." I dropped my pack on the nearest table, raising a small cloud of dust. "I'll pay you... what's the going rate for a skilled maid in this region?"

"Two silver marks a week, plus room and board."

"I'll pay you five, plus room and board. In exchange, I want you to teach me how to run a tavern."

Another blink. "Teach you?"

"I've never run a tavern before. Never run any kind of business, actually. I have no idea what I'm doing." I shrugged. "You clearly do. So teach me."

Elise was quiet for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then something shifted in her posture—a release of tension I hadn't consciously noticed she was carrying.

"Alright," she said. "But we start with the basics. When's the last time you cleaned anything?"

"Define 'cleaned.'"

"That's what I thought." She thrust the broom toward me. "Lesson one: sweeping. Try not to destroy anything."



Sweeping, it turned out, was harder than fighting dragons.

Not physically—a child could handle the physical demands of pushing a broom across a floor. But there was a technique to it, an efficiency that Elise had mastered and I distinctly lacked. I kept missing corners, pushing dust into piles that immediately scattered, and somehow making the floor dirtier than when I'd started.

"You're holding it wrong," Elise said from where she was wiping down tables. "Angle the bristles. Short strokes, not long ones."

"This is ridiculous. I once cleared a dungeon full of—" I caught myself. "Never mind."

"Full of what?"

"Nothing. Mice. Very dangerous mice."

She gave me a look that said she didn't believe a word of it, but didn't press. That was something I was learning about Elise—she had questions, plenty of them, but she parceled them out carefully. Strategically. Never pushing too hard, always watching for reactions.

It was the behavior of someone who'd learned that asking the wrong question could be dangerous.

I wondered what had taught her that.

"There's a bucket and mop in the back," she said after watching me struggle for another few minutes. "Once you've swept, you'll need to mop. Then we'll start on the windows."

"How long did it take you to clean this place by yourself?"

"The first time? Three weeks. Now I can maintain it in a few hours a day." She wrung out her rag and moved to the next table. "But I've also been fighting a losing battle against entropy for two years. With two of us working and actual supplies, we might have this place presentable in a week."

"Just presentable?"

"Thriving will take longer." She glanced at me. "You did buy a run-down tavern in the middle of nowhere. Were you expecting something else?"

"I was expecting exactly this." I finally corralled the dust into a pile that stayed put. "Somewhere quiet. Somewhere simple. Somewhere I could learn to be ordinary."

"That's an odd ambition."

"I've had odder."

She didn't ask what I meant by that. She just nodded and kept cleaning.



By evening, we'd made visible progress on the common room. The floor was swept and mopped, the tables wiped down, the bar cleared of debris. The fireplace was still full of old ashes, and the windows were still filthy, but the space no longer felt abandoned.

It felt... possible.

Elise had found provisions in the cellar—dried meat, hard cheese, a loaf of bread that was stale but edible. We ate at one of the cleaned tables, the only light coming from candles she'd scrounged from somewhere.

"Tell me about Millbrook," I said. "The village, the people. What should I know?"

"It's a farming community, mostly. Wheat, barley, some orchards on the eastern slopes. The harvest festival is the biggest event of the year—three days of drinking and dancing and everyone pretending they're not exhausted from the actual harvesting." She tore off a piece of bread. "The mayor is a man named Aldric Thorne. Decent enough, but he's been doing the job for thirty years and he's set in his ways. Don't expect quick decisions from the village council."

"Any trouble? Bandits, monsters, that sort of thing?"

"Bandits, occasionally—the trade road passes through the forest to the north, and there's always someone stupid enough to try robbery. The garrison in Thornhaven usually handles it." She paused. "Monsters, no. This far from the frontier, the worst we see are wolves in winter. Maybe a wild boar now and then."

That was interesting. The Demon King's defeat had pushed the monster populations back significantly, but they hadn't disappeared entirely. Remote villages like this one usually still saw the occasional beast wandering in from the wilds.

"What about the tavern? What was it like before Harwick... before he passed?"

"Busy, actually. We're the only inn for twenty miles, so traders and travelers had nowhere else to go. Harwick wasn't a good businessman, but he was charming enough to keep customers coming back." Her expression shifted—something complicated, there and gone. "After he died, there was no one to run the place. I kept it maintained, but I couldn't operate it alone."

"No family? No one to inherit?"

"He had a son, supposedly. Never met him. The estate solicitors couldn't find him either, so the property went up for sale." She met my eyes. "Which is how a stranger ended up buying a tavern in a village he's never visited."

"Seemed like a good opportunity."

"To do what, exactly?"

"To disappear."

The word hung between us. Elise studied my face with that assessing gaze, and I let her look. Whatever she was searching for, I had nothing to hide.

Eventually she nodded, as if I'd confirmed something she already suspected.

"The guest rooms are upstairs," she said. "Six of them, in varying states of decay. I've been sleeping in the one on the end—it's the most habitable. You can take Master Harwick's old room. It's larger, and I've kept it clean."

"And tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow we start the real work." She stood, gathering the dishes. "If you really want to learn how to run a tavern, I'll teach you. But be warned—it's not glamorous. It's scrubbing and cooking and dealing with drunks who think they're funnier than they are."

"I can handle drunks."

"Can you handle boredom? Because that's most of it. The same tasks, day after day, with nothing to break the monotony but weather and seasons."

I thought about twenty-five years of adrenaline and violence. Of never knowing if tomorrow would bring death or glory or both. Of the constant, grinding pressure of being the one everyone looked to when hope ran out.

"Yes," I said. "I think I can handle boredom."

Elise gave me a small smile—the first I'd seen from her.

"We'll see."



The room she'd prepared for me was simple but clean. A bed with fresh linens, a wardrobe, a washstand with basin and pitcher. A window that looked out over the back of the property, where moonlight illuminated an overgrown garden and a stable that had seen better centuries.

I stood at that window for a long time, just... breathing.

The silence was extraordinary. No distant screams, no clash of weapons, no rumble of monsters moving through the darkness. Just crickets and the soft whisper of wind through wheat fields.

When was the last time I'd heard crickets?

I tried to remember and couldn't. The realization hit me harder than I expected—all those years, all those battles, and I'd forgotten what peace sounded like.

Maybe I could find it again here. Maybe this run-down tavern in this nowhere village could become something real. Something worth having.

Or maybe the world would find me, as it always did, and drag me back into the violence I was trying to leave behind.

But not tonight.

Tonight, there was just the crickets and the moonlight and a bed that was softer than any dungeon floor.

I slept without dreams for the first time in years.


Chapter 2: First Lessons

I woke to the sound of someone moving downstairs.

For one disorienting moment, I was back in the field—hand reaching for a sword that wasn't there, body tensing for combat, mind cataloging threats and escape routes. Then the morning light registered, soft and golden through dusty curtains, and I remembered where I was.

Millbrook. The tavern. Retirement.

I let out a breath and unclenched muscles I hadn't realized were tight.

The sounds from below were mundane: footsteps, the clatter of cookware, the creak of cabinets opening and closing. Elise, starting her day. I glanced at the window and judged the sun had been up for perhaps an hour.

She'd let me sleep in. That was... considerate.

I washed my face in the basin, pulled on yesterday's clothes—I'd need to unpack properly at some point—and made my way downstairs.

The common room looked better in daylight. The cleaning we'd done yesterday had made a real difference; the space felt less like a tomb and more like somewhere people might actually want to spend time. Elise had opened the windows, letting fresh air chase out the last of the mustiness.

She was in the kitchen, a small room behind the bar that I'd only glimpsed yesterday. When I pushed through the swinging door, I found her standing over a cast-iron stove, stirring something in a pot.

"Porridge," she said without turning around. "It's not exciting, but it's filling."

"Smells good."

"It smells like oats. Oats don't smell like anything." She did turn then, studying me with those assessing blue eyes. "You slept late."

"I did. Thank you for not waking me."

"You looked like you needed it." She gestured to a small table in the corner of the kitchen. "Sit. We'll eat, and then I'll show you how a proper day runs."



The porridge was simple—oats, a bit of honey, some dried fruit she'd found in the cellar stores. We ate in the kitchen, which Elise explained was traditional.

"Staff doesn't eat in the common room during service hours. It looks unprofessional." She scraped the last of her bowl. "Not that we have service hours yet. But we should establish good habits."

"Makes sense." I set down my spoon. "What's first on the agenda?"

"Market day."

"There's a market?"

"Every Thirdsday, in the village square. Farmers bring produce, craftsmen bring goods, traders passing through set up stalls." She stood, carrying her bowl to a wash basin. "If we're going to open this tavern, we need supplies. Proper supplies, not whatever's been rotting in the cellar for two years."

"I noticed the cellar was mostly empty."

"I've been eating the stores slowly. Couldn't afford to buy more, and I didn't want to let anything go to waste." She glanced at me. "Do you have coin? Actual coin, not just enough to buy a building?"

I thought of the small fortune currently stashed in my pack—gold enough to buy half this village, accumulated over decades of dungeon delving and monster slaying. "I have coin."

"Good. We'll need flour, salt, sugar, cooking oil. Fresh vegetables and meat if we can get them. Ale—lots of ale. Candles, soap, linens." She was ticking items off on her fingers. "The general store can provide most of it, but the specialty items we'll need to order from Thornhaven."

"Thornhaven?"

"The nearest real town. About a day's travel east. They have a proper merchant district." She dried her hands on a cloth. "But for today, we'll make do with what Millbrook can offer."

"Lead the way."



The village square was already busy when we arrived.

Stalls lined the perimeter, farmers hawking vegetables and eggs and fresh-baked bread. A smith had set up a display of tools and horseshoes. An old woman sold herbs from baskets that smelled of lavender and mint. Children ran between the adults, playing games that seemed to involve a lot of shouting and very few rules.

People noticed us. Or rather, they noticed me—the stranger walking beside Elise, who was apparently a familiar face here. Conversations paused. Eyes followed. I kept my posture relaxed, my expression friendly, and tried to look like exactly what I claimed to be: a businessman, not a threat.

"They're curious," Elise said quietly. "The tavern's been closed for two years. Everyone's wondering what the new owner is like."

"What are they hoping for?"

"Someone who'll bring business back. The Weary Dragon was the social heart of this village—the place people gathered, celebrated, mourned. Losing it hurt more than people like to admit."

That was... a lot of responsibility. More than I'd anticipated when I'd bought the place.

"Then I suppose I'd better not disappoint them."

The first stop was a stall selling flour and grains, run by a heavyset man with flour dust in his beard and a skeptical expression.

"You're the one who bought Harwick's place," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Garrett Ironwood." I offered my hand. "I'm hoping to get it running again."

He shook, his grip testing mine. I let him squeeze, didn't squeeze back. No need to show off.

"Bram Hollis. I run the mill north of town." He released my hand, apparently satisfied with whatever he'd been testing for. "Harwick bought his flour from me for fifteen years. Good customer, when he remembered to pay."

"I'll remember to pay."

A grunt that might have been approval. "What do you need?"

Elise stepped in smoothly, negotiating quantities and prices with an efficiency that made clear she'd done this before. I watched and learned—the subtle dance of offer and counteroffer, the way she knew exactly when to push and when to concede.

"You've done this a lot," I said as we moved to the next stall, sacks of flour being arranged for later delivery.

"Every week for two years. The vendors know me." She glanced sideways at me. "They don't know you. You'll need to build trust."

"How do I do that?"

"Pay on time. Don't haggle too hard. Remember names and faces." She paused at a vegetable stall, examining cabbages with a critical eye. "And don't act like you're better than them. Farmers have long memories and quick tempers."

"I'm not better than them."

"I know that. They don't." She selected three cabbages and handed over coins. "You move like a soldier. You have the build of a fighter. People notice these things, even if they can't articulate what they're seeing."

I hadn't realized I was still doing that—carrying myself like someone expecting an attack. Old habits, apparently, ran deep.

"I'll try to slouch more."

That earned me a small smile. "Don't overdo it. We want approachable, not drunk."



We spent the morning working through Elise's list.

Vegetables from one stall, eggs from another, fresh bread from the baker's wife who chatted with Elise about village gossip while eyeing me with naked curiosity. Salt and sugar from the general store, where the proprietor—a thin man named Corwin—tried to overcharge us until Elise fixed him with a look that could have curdled milk.

"He always tries," she said as we left. "I always catch him."

"What was his relationship with Harwick?"

"Complicated. Harwick owed him money when he died. Corwin's been holding that grudge ever since, taking it out on anyone associated with the tavern." She shrugged. "Pay him promptly for a few months and he'll come around."

The last stop was the ale merchant—a cheerful woman named Rosa who ran a small brewery on the outskirts of town. Her ale was good, she informed me proudly, because she used water from the spring on her property, which everyone knew was the best water in the region.

"Harwick used to buy two barrels a week," she said. "More during festivals. You planning to do the same?"

"Eventually. For now, I'll start with one and see how it goes."

"Smart. No sense in overcommitting before you know your customers." She patted one of her barrels affectionately. "I'll have it delivered this afternoon. Cash on delivery, if you don't mind—I don't do credit until I know a man's character."

"Fair enough."

Walking back to the tavern, arms laden with the day's purchases, I found myself genuinely... optimistic? It had been so long since I'd felt anything like hope that I almost didn't recognize it.

"What's that expression?" Elise asked.

"What expression?"

"You looked almost happy for a moment."

"Did I?" I shifted the sack of flour on my shoulder. "I was thinking this might actually work. The tavern. The quiet life."

"It might." She pushed open the tavern door with her hip. "But don't get too comfortable. The real work starts now."



The real work, as it turned out, meant learning to cook.

"I assumed you'd handle the kitchen," I said, watching Elise demonstrate how to properly dice an onion. "You're better at it."

"I can't do everything. If you want to run this tavern, you need to at least manage basic meals." She swept the diced onion into a bowl with practiced ease. "Besides, cooking is relaxing. You might enjoy it."

"I've never found anything relaxing about food preparation."

"Have you ever tried?"

I thought about it. In all my years of adventuring, food had been a necessity, not an experience. Trail rations eaten cold on the march. Whatever could be scavenged from dungeons. The occasional feast at a noble's table, where I was too focused on politics to taste anything.

"No," I admitted. "I haven't."

"Then try." She handed me the knife. "Carrots next. Same technique—stable base, curl your fingers, let the blade do the work."

The knife felt wrong in my hand. Not because it was unfamiliar—I'd wielded blades my entire adult life—but because I kept wanting to hold it like a weapon. Elise corrected my grip twice, positioning my fingers with a touch that was clinical but sent unexpected warmth through my skin.

"You're tensing," she said. "This isn't combat. The carrot isn't going to fight back."

"Force of habit."

"Then form new habits." She stepped back, watching me attempt to dice the carrot. "Smaller pieces. You're not trying to cleave it in half."

It took three carrots before I produced anything acceptable. Elise examined my work with the expression of a teacher grading a struggling student.

"Adequate," she said finally. "We'll make a cook of you yet."

"I doubt that."

"So did I, at first. But you're not as hopeless as you seem." She took the cutting board and scraped my massacred carrots into the pot. "Now we add broth and let it simmer. In an hour, we'll have soup."

"An hour?"

"Good food takes time. That's lesson two." She set the pot over the stove's heat. "Lesson three is patience. You have a lot of that to learn."



While the soup simmered, Elise put me to work on other tasks.

Windows needed washing—apparently my standards from yesterday were unacceptably low. The fireplace needed cleaning, which involved more ash and soot than I'd thought possible. The bar needed polishing until I could see my reflection in the wood.

"Why does it need to be this clean?" I asked, elbow-deep in ash. "It's a tavern, not a palace."

"Because details matter. A clean establishment tells customers you care. It tells them the food is safe and the beds are fresh." She handed me a bucket for the ash. "And because I've spent two years watching this place decay. I want to see it shine again."

There was something in her voice—a fierce pride, a desperate hope—that made me stop what I was doing and really look at her.

"This place means a lot to you."

"It's all I have." The words came out quiet, almost involuntary. She looked away. "Master Harwick took me in when I had nowhere else to go. This tavern, this village—they're the only home I've known for the past five years."

"What happened before that?"

She was silent for a long moment. I thought she wouldn't answer—thought I'd pushed too far, too fast—but then:

"I was a servant in a noble house. In the capital." Her hands found a rag, started polishing the bar even though it was already clean. "I left. Quickly. And I ended up here."

There was a story there. A bad one, from the way she held herself—shoulders slightly hunched, eyes not meeting mine.

"I won't ask for details," I said. "That's your business. But if you ever want to talk..."

"I don't." She looked up then, met my eyes directly. "Not yet. Maybe not ever. Is that acceptable?"

"Of course."

"Good." She set down the rag with more force than necessary. "The soup should be ready. Let's eat."



The soup was good. Simple—vegetables and broth and herbs—but satisfying in a way that surprised me. We ate in the kitchen again, the afternoon sun slanting through the small window, dust motes dancing in the light.

"You really never learned to cook?" Elise asked. "In all your travels?"

"There was always someone else to handle it. Inns, taverns, party members who were better suited..." I trailed off, realizing I'd said too much.

"Party members?"

"Travel companions. Over the years."

She studied me with that assessing gaze. "You were an adventurer."

It wasn't a question. I could lie, deflect, change the subject—but I found I didn't want to. Not with her.

"Yes."

"A successful one, judging by the coin you're spending."

"Yes."

"And now you're retired."

"Trying to be."

She nodded slowly, processing. "That explains a few things. The way you move. The scars I've glimpsed when your sleeves ride up. The fact that you look like you haven't slept properly in years."

"Do I?"

"Less so this morning. But yes." She set down her spoon. "I won't ask what you did, or why you stopped. That's your business. But I should know if trouble is likely to follow you here."

"It shouldn't." I hoped that was true. "I was careful when I left. No trail, no forwarding address. As far as the world knows, I vanished."

"Good." She stood, gathering the dishes. "Then we'll leave the past in the past. Both of us."

"Both of us," I agreed.

We cleaned up in comfortable silence, and I found myself thinking that this arrangement might work after all. Two people with pasts they didn't want to discuss, building something new together.

It wasn't what I'd expected when I bought a run-down tavern in the middle of nowhere.

It might be better.



The rest of the day passed in a blur of tasks.

We cleaned the guest rooms, or at least the four that were salvageable. We took inventory of the linens and found most of them fit only for rags. We tested the beds and found only two that didn't threaten imminent collapse.

"We'll need new beds," Elise said, making notes in a small ledger she'd produced from somewhere. "New linens. New mattresses, really—these are more straw than stuffing."

"Can we get them in town?"

"The carpenter, maybe, for the frames. The rest we'll have to order from Thornhaven." She tallied figures. "It's not cheap."

"That's fine."

She looked up. "Just how much coin do you have?"

"Enough." I didn't want to get into specifics. The fortune I'd accumulated over twenty-five years of high-level adventuring was... significant. Enough to buy this tavern ten times over. Enough to make me a target if the wrong people found out.

"Enough to renovate a tavern, buy new furnishings, stock the cellar, and still pay my salary?"

"Yes."

She studied me for a moment, then nodded. "Alright. I'll put together a proper budget. If we're going to do this, we should do it right."

"Agreed."

By evening, we'd accomplished more than I'd thought possible. The common room was genuinely clean now—floors scrubbed, windows washed, fireplace cleared. The kitchen was stocked with the day's purchases, and something that smelled like stew was bubbling on the stove.

"You made more food?"

"We need to eat." Elise stirred the pot. "And I wanted to test the supplies. Make sure everything is fresh."

"Is it?"

"Mostly. The flour has weevils—we'll need to sift it carefully. But the vegetables are good and the ale Rosa sent over is excellent."

We ate dinner in the common room this time, at a table by the window where we could watch the village settle into evening. Lamps flickered to life in houses down the street. The blacksmith's forge went dark. Somewhere, a dog barked at nothing.

"It's peaceful here," I said.

"It is." Elise sipped her ale. "That's why I stayed. After everything... I needed somewhere quiet."

"So did I."

We sat in companionable silence as the stars came out, two people who'd found their way to the same place for similar reasons.

"Tomorrow," Elise said eventually, "we start spreading the word. Letting people know the tavern will reopen soon."

"How soon?"

"A week, maybe two. Depends on how quickly we can get the place fully operational." She set down her mug. "Are you ready for that? Having customers, running a business?"

"No," I admitted. "But I'll learn."

"That's the spirit." She stood, stretching. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow will be busy."

I watched her head upstairs, blue hair catching the lamplight, and thought about how strange life could be. A week ago I'd been in the capital, signing papers for a property I'd never seen. Now I was here, learning to cook and clean and be ordinary.

It wasn't the life I'd imagined for myself. But maybe that was the point.

Maybe the life I'd imagined had never been the right one.


Chapter 3: Spreading the Word

The next few days fell into a rhythm.

We woke early—Elise earlier than me, always—and shared breakfast in the kitchen. Then we'd work: cleaning, repairing, preparing. The tavern slowly transformed from abandoned ruin to something approaching respectability.

I learned more than I'd expected. How to properly season a cast-iron pan. The difference between a rolling boil and a simmer. Why you always taste as you cook, even if you think you know what you're doing. Elise was a patient teacher when she wanted to be, and ruthlessly critical when she didn't.

"You're overworking the dough," she said on the third morning, watching me attempt bread for the first time. "Treat it gently. It's not your enemy."

"Everything I touch turns out dense and chewy."

"That's because you're treating it like you're trying to kill it." She took the dough from my hands, her fingers brushing mine. "Like this. Fold, press, turn. Feel the texture change."

I watched her work, noting the economy of her movements, the way her forearms flexed with each fold. There was flour on her cheek and in her blue hair, and she'd never looked more in her element.

"You love this," I said.

She paused, surprised. "Baking?"

"All of it. The kitchen, the cooking, the routine." I gestured around us. "This is where you're happiest."

Color rose to her cheeks. "I suppose it is. I never really thought about it."

"Why not?"

"Because happiness wasn't something I expected to find." She resumed kneading, her eyes on the dough. "For a long time, I just... survived. Did what needed doing. Didn't think about whether I enjoyed it."

"And now?"

"Now I have someone to cook for who actually appreciates it." She glanced up with a small smile. "That makes a difference."



By the fourth day, we were ready to spread the word.

"The village has a notice board outside the temple," Elise explained as we walked through the morning streets. "Anything posted there is considered official. If we want people to know we're reopening, that's where we announce it."

"What about just... telling people?"

"We'll do that too. But the notice makes it formal. Shows we're serious."

The notice board was a weathered wooden frame covered in various announcements: a lost cat, a smith seeking an apprentice, warnings about road conditions on the northern trade route. Elise produced a paper she'd prepared the night before and pinned it in the center.

THE WEARY DRAGON TAVERN Under New Management GRAND REOPENING - Sixthday Week Hot meals, cold ale, clean rooms All welcome

"Sixthday," I said. "That's three days from now."

"We'll be ready." She studied the notice with a critical eye. "Or close enough. First days are always rough—the important thing is showing people we're open and trying."

"What if no one comes?"

"They'll come." She turned to face me. "Millbrook has needed this tavern. They just didn't have it. Give them a reason to return, and they will."

Her confidence was reassuring. I hoped it was justified.



Word spread faster than I'd anticipated.

By afternoon, people were stopping by the tavern—not to drink, not yet, but to look. To see the stranger who'd bought Harwick's place and assess whether he was worth their time. I met them at the door with what I hoped was a friendly smile and answered their questions as honestly as I could.

"Where are you from?" asked Bram the miller, who'd apparently decided to conduct his own investigation.

"The capital, most recently. Before that, I traveled a lot."

"What kind of traveling?"

"Mercenary work, mostly. Guard duty, escort jobs." The lies came easily—they were close enough to the truth to feel natural. "Got tired of the road. Wanted to settle down somewhere quiet."

"Millbrook's quiet, alright." He looked me up and down. "You don't look like an innkeeper."

"I'm learning."

"Hmph." But there was approval in his grunt. "Elise teaching you?"

"She is. She's very patient."

"She'd have to be." He clapped me on the shoulder. "Sixthday, then. I'll be here. Been too long since I had a proper drink somewhere that wasn't my own kitchen."

Similar conversations repeated throughout the day. The baker's wife came by to inspect the kitchen and declared it "acceptable, but only just." Rosa the ale merchant delivered another barrel, "for the opening—on the house, this once." The carpenter—a broad man named Willum—measured the broken beds and promised new frames by week's end.

"This is more than I expected," I told Elise that evening, as we tallied the day's visitors.

"Millbrook is a small community. News travels fast, and everyone has an opinion." She made a note in her ledger. "The real test will be whether they actually show up on Sixthday."

"You think they might not?"

"I think they want to. But wanting and doing are different things. Some of them haven't been to this tavern since Harwick died—they have memories here, good and bad. It might be hard for them to walk through that door again."

I hadn't considered that. To me, The Weary Dragon was just a building, a means to an end. To the people of Millbrook, it was something more: a place woven into their lives, their celebrations, their griefs.

"What was Harwick like?" I asked. "You've mentioned him, but never really... described him."

Elise was quiet for a moment, her pen still.

"He was kind," she said finally. "In his way. Flawed—gods, he was flawed. Drank too much, spent too freely, made promises he couldn't keep. But he took me in when I needed it most, no questions asked. Gave me work, gave me a home." She looked at me. "Gave me a chance to become someone other than who I'd been."

"And when he died?"

"I mourned him. Then I did what needed doing." She shrugged, but there was weight behind the gesture. "That's all any of us can do."



The fifth day brought an unexpected visitor.

I was on the roof—repairing shingles, a task Elise had deemed too dangerous for her to attempt—when a horse clattered into the yard below. I watched from my perch as the rider dismounted: a woman in riding leathers, with a sword at her hip and the bearing of someone used to being obeyed.

Elise met her at the door. I couldn't hear their conversation, but I saw Elise's posture shift—becoming more formal, more guarded. After a moment, she looked up at me and made a gesture I interpreted as "get down here."

I climbed down the ladder and approached the visitor, wiping dirt and moss from my hands.

"You must be the new owner," the woman said. She was perhaps thirty, with sharp features and sharper eyes. "I'm Captain Nessa Thorne. I command the garrison at Thornhaven."

"Garrett Ironwood." I shook her offered hand. Her grip was strong, testing—like Bram's had been, but more deliberate. "What brings you to Millbrook?"

"Routine patrol. We ride through the region every few weeks, check on the smaller villages." Her eyes swept over me, assessing. "I heard Harwick's place had finally sold. Wanted to see who'd bought it."

"And now you've seen."

"I have." She didn't elaborate on what conclusions she'd drawn. "You're a long way from anywhere, Master Ironwood. Millbrook doesn't get many outsiders choosing to settle here."

"That's rather the point."

"Is it?" Her gaze sharpened. "Running from something?"

"Running toward something. Quiet. Peace. A chance to build rather than destroy."

Something in my words seemed to satisfy her—or at least make her pause. "Fair enough. We all have our reasons." She glanced at the tavern. "You're reopening, I hear. When?"

"Sixthday."

"I might ride back through, bring some of my soldiers. They're always complaining about the ale at the garrison—maybe yours will be better."

"I hope so. Rosa speaks highly of her brewing."

"Rosa makes the best ale in fifty miles. If you're serving her stock, you'll do well." Captain Thorne mounted her horse with practiced ease. "Good luck, Master Ironwood. I have a feeling you'll need it."

She rode off before I could ask what she meant by that.

"She's the mayor's daughter," Elise said quietly, once the horse was out of earshot. "Aldric Thorne's only child. She took over the garrison ten years ago, after her mother died."

"Is she a problem?"

"Not usually. She's fair, by all accounts—strict but just." Elise watched the retreating figure. "But she doesn't trust easily. And she has a way of knowing things she shouldn't."

"What kind of things?"

"People's pasts. Their secrets." Elise turned to look at me. "If you have anything you're hiding, she'll find it eventually. That's just how she is."

I thought about the fortune in my pack, the scars beneath my clothes, the reputation I'd left behind in another life. If Captain Thorne went digging, would she find the retired adventurer—or the legend?

Only time would tell.



That evening, I found Elise in the kitchen, staring at a letter.

She was so absorbed she didn't hear me enter. I saw her hands trembling, her face pale, and stopped in the doorway.

"Elise?"

She startled, shoving the letter into her apron pocket. "I didn't hear you."

"Obviously." I stepped closer, concerned. "What was that?"

"Nothing. Just... correspondence."

"Correspondence that made you look like you'd seen a ghost?"

Her jaw tightened. "I said it's nothing."

"And I don't believe you." I kept my voice gentle. "You don't have to tell me what it says. But if someone is threatening you—if you're in some kind of trouble—"

"It's not—" She stopped, took a breath. "It's not trouble. Not yet. It's just... a reminder. That the past doesn't stay buried as well as we'd like."

"Does it affect the tavern?"

"No."

"Does it put you in danger?"

"I don't know." She finally met my eyes, and I saw fear there—real fear, the kind that comes from experience. "I don't know yet."

I wanted to push. Wanted to demand answers, to fix whatever was wrong. But I remembered what I'd promised: her business was her business, and she'd share when she was ready.

"Alright," I said. "But if that changes—if you need help—I'm here."

"I know." She managed a small smile. "That's... actually quite comforting."

"Good. Now come eat dinner. You've been working all day and I know you skipped lunch."

"How do you know that?"

"Because I've been watching you." The words came out more intense than I'd intended. "Making sure you don't work yourself to collapse."

She stared at me for a long moment, something unreadable in her expression. Then she nodded.

"Dinner sounds good."

We ate in the common room, as had become our habit. The letter wasn't mentioned again, but I noticed Elise checking the windows more often than usual, glancing at the door whenever the wind made it creak.

Whatever that letter contained, it had rattled her.

And I found, somewhat to my surprise, that I wanted to protect her from whatever was coming.



The sixth day—the day before our opening—brought rain.

It started at dawn, a soft patter against the windows that grew into a steady drumming by mid-morning. The village square emptied as people sought shelter. The streets turned to mud.

"Is this normal?" I asked, watching the deluge through the kitchen window.

"For this time of year, yes. The autumn rains come early and stay long." Elise was kneading bread with more force than necessary. "It'll be good for the harvest, but bad for travelers. We might not get as many customers as I'd hoped."

"We'll get who we get."

"I know. I just—" She punched the dough. "I wanted the opening to be perfect."

"Nothing's ever perfect. We'll do our best with what we have."

She looked up at me, a strand of blue hair falling across her face. For a moment, something passed between us—an acknowledgment of shared purpose, perhaps. Or something more.

Then she looked away, tucking the hair behind her ear.

"You're right. Of course you're right." She returned to kneading, more gently now. "I just have a lot riding on this."

"We both do."

"It's different for you. You have coin. If this fails, you can try something else." She shaped the dough into a loaf. "For me, this tavern is everything. If it fails, I have nothing. Nowhere to go."

I wanted to tell her that wouldn't happen. That I'd take care of her regardless, that she'd always have a place here. But the words felt too big, too presumptuous, so I said something simpler instead.

"Then we won't let it fail."

She smiled—a real smile, warm and grateful.

"No. We won't."



That night, I couldn't sleep.

The rain had subsided to a drizzle, and I lay in bed listening to it whisper against the roof. My mind was full of tomorrow: the opening, the customers, all the things that could go wrong.

But mostly, I thought about Elise.

Her fear when she'd read that letter. The way she worked herself ragged, as if stillness was dangerous. The glimpses of her past she'd let slip—servant in a noble house, fled quickly, ended up here.

What had she run from? Who was looking for her?

I wanted to know. Not out of curiosity—out of something deeper, something I wasn't ready to name.

A sound interrupted my thoughts: footsteps in the hall.

I was on my feet before I registered moving, old instincts screaming threat. But the footsteps were light, hesitant, and when I eased my door open I saw a familiar silhouette in the darkness.

Elise, in her nightgown, heading downstairs.

I followed quietly, keeping my distance. She didn't seem to notice—her focus was entirely on reaching the common room. When she got there, she stopped at the window and stared out at the rain-soaked village.

I should have announced myself. Should have let her know she wasn't alone.

Instead, I watched.

She stood at that window for a long time, hugging herself against the chill, her reflection ghostly in the glass. When she finally spoke, it was barely above a whisper—but in the silence of the empty tavern, I heard every word.

"Please. Not yet. Just let me have this a little longer."

I didn't know who she was talking to. God, fate, the sender of that letter.

But I understood the prayer.

Because I'd made it myself, once. A lifetime ago.

I slipped back upstairs before she could notice me, and spent the rest of the night staring at the ceiling, wondering what ghosts we were both running from.


Chapter 4: Opening Night

Sixthday dawned clear and bright, as if the weather itself had decided to cooperate.

I woke before Elise for once, too anxious to sleep. The tavern was as ready as we could make it: floors gleaming, tables arranged, kitchen stocked, ale barrels tapped and waiting. We'd done everything right.

Now we just had to see if anyone showed up.

Elise appeared in the kitchen doorway as I was attempting to make breakfast—eggs, this time, which she'd declared the safest option for my skill level.

"You're up early," she said.

"Couldn't sleep."

"Nervous?"

"Aren't you?"

She considered the question. "Terrified, actually. But I've learned to hide it well." She crossed to the stove, examining my eggs with a critical eye. "You're overcooking them."

"I know."

"Then why—"

"Because I don't know how to stop overcooking them. Every time I try to take them off earlier, they end up raw."

She laughed—actually laughed, bright and surprised—and gently hip-checked me away from the stove. "Go set the tables. I'll handle breakfast."

"Yes ma'am."



We opened the doors at noon.

For the first hour, no one came.

I sat behind the bar, polishing glasses that were already clean, watching the door. Elise busied herself in the kitchen, the sounds of her work a comforting backdrop to the silence. Outside, the village went about its business, people passing by without stopping.

"Maybe we should have done more advertising," I said.

"We put up a notice. We told everyone who'd listen." Elise emerged with a plate of fresh bread, setting it on the bar. "They'll come when they're ready."

"What if they're never ready?"

"Then we try again tomorrow." She met my eyes steadily. "This isn't a battle, Garrett. You can't force victory. Sometimes you just have to wait."

I wasn't good at waiting. Twenty-five years of adventuring had conditioned me to action—see a problem, solve it, move on. But she was right. This was different.

So I waited.



Bram the miller was our first customer.

He pushed through the door just after one o'clock, flour dust still clinging to his beard, and surveyed the common room with an appraising eye.

"Looks better," he announced. "Smells better too. What happened to that stench?"

"We cleaned."

"Thoroughly, by the looks of it." He settled onto a stool at the bar, the wood creaking under his weight. "Ale. And whatever you've got hot from the kitchen."

"Stew," Elise called from the back. "Fresh made this morning."

"That'll do."

I poured his ale—carefully, the way Elise had taught me, tilting the glass to minimize foam—and set it before him. He took a long drink, closed his eyes, and sighed.

"Rosa's brew. Good choice." He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Harwick always tried to cheap out, buy the swill from that merchant in Thornhaven. Could never understand why his customers complained."

"I'll stick with Rosa."

"Smart man."

Elise brought out the stew, and Bram ate with the single-minded focus of a man who'd been working since dawn. When he finished, he pushed a few coins across the bar—more than the meal was worth.

"Keep the extra. Call it a reopening gift." He stood, brushing crumbs from his shirt. "I'll spread the word. Let people know the Dragon's worth visiting again."

"I appreciate that."

"Don't thank me yet. Wait until you see what kind of trouble a full house brings." He grinned, gap-toothed and genuine. "Good luck, Ironwood. You're going to need it."



After Bram, they trickled in.

A pair of farmers, seeking shelter from the afternoon sun and gossip about the new owner. The baker's wife, who ordered tea and spent an hour criticizing our kitchen supplies before grudgingly admitting the bread was "acceptable." A traveling merchant who'd heard about the reopening in Thornhaven and detoured specifically to see if the rumors were true.

"They said a stranger bought Harwick's place," the merchant—a thin man named Pell—said over his second ale. "Said he was ex-military, covered in scars, paid in gold coin like it was nothing."

"That's quite a description."

"Is it accurate?"

I smiled blandly. "I'm just a man trying to run a tavern."

"Mm." Pell's eyes were sharp, assessing. "Aren't we all just something or other." He finished his drink and stood. "Good ale, clean rooms, fair prices. I'll add you to my route, stop by when I'm passing through."

"We'd appreciate the business."

"I'm sure you would."

He left, and I found myself wondering how long it would take for the rumors to spread further. Ex-military was close enough to the truth to be comfortable, but "paid in gold like it was nothing" suggested I'd been less subtle than intended.

"You're frowning," Elise said, appearing at my elbow.

"Just thinking."

"About?"

"How hard it is to disappear when you're carrying a fortune."

She was quiet for a moment. "Is that going to be a problem?"

"I don't know. Maybe." I shook off the concern. "For now, let's focus on the opening. Worrying can wait."

"If you're sure."

"I'm not sure of anything. But I'm choosing not to worry anyway."

She smiled at that—small, but real. "That's surprisingly healthy of you."

"I have my moments."



By evening, the common room was half full.

It wasn't the packed house Elise had hoped for, but it was more than I'd dared expect. Farmers and craftsmen, mostly, with a few travelers mixed in. They ate, they drank, they talked—loud, boisterous conversations that filled the space with life.

I worked the bar while Elise handled the kitchen and floor, moving between tasks with practiced efficiency. We fell into a rhythm quickly, anticipating each other's needs, covering each other's gaps. When the crowd finally thinned around midnight, we collapsed into chairs across from each other, exhausted but triumphant.

"We did it," Elise said.

"We did."

"It's not much. Just one night."

"It's a start." I reached across the table, covering her hand with mine. "Thank you. I couldn't have done this without you."

She stared at our hands for a long moment. I expected her to pull away—she'd been so careful about maintaining distance, keeping things professional. But instead, she turned her hand over, letting her fingers intertwine with mine.

"You could have," she said softly. "But I'm glad you didn't have to."

We sat like that, hands linked across the table, until the candles burned low.



The second day started early.

I was up before dawn, cleaning the mess from the night before—spilled ale, scattered crumbs, a broken glass someone had knocked off a table. Elise joined me an hour later, and together we reset the common room for another day of business.

"We have a problem," she said over breakfast.

"What kind of problem?"

"We're running low on vegetables. The market isn't until Thirdsday, and I didn't anticipate this much demand."

"Can we buy from the farmers directly?"

"Maybe. Old Tam has a plot just north of the village—he might sell early if we ask nicely." She chewed her lip. "I could go this morning, before we open."

"I'll go. You're better at running the front."

"You don't know where his farm is."

"Then give me directions."

She hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of me leaving. "It's not far. Half a mile, maybe. Follow the north road past the mill, take the left fork at the old oak. His place is at the end of the lane."

"Past the mill, left at the oak, end of the lane. Simple enough."

"Just... be careful."

"Of what? Aggressive vegetables?"

She didn't laugh. "There have been reports lately. Animals acting strangely. A shepherd lost three sheep last week to something he couldn't identify." She met my eyes. "Probably nothing. But be careful anyway."

"I will."



The walk to Tam's farm was pleasant enough.

The morning was cool, mist clinging to the fields, the village slowly waking around me. I passed the mill, where Bram was already at work—he raised a hand in greeting, and I waved back. The old oak at the fork was easy to find, its gnarled trunk and spreading branches unmistakable.

I took the left path.

The lane was narrower here, less traveled, with hedgerows pressing close on either side. Tam's farm emerged from the mist after a few minutes: a small cottage, a barn, neat rows of vegetables stretching toward the forest.

Tam himself was in the fields, a bent old man with a hoe in his hands. He looked up as I approached, suspicion giving way to recognition.

"You're the fellow who bought Harwick's place."

"Garrett Ironwood. I was hoping to buy some vegetables, if you have any to spare."

"Might do." He leaned on his hoe, studying me. "Market's not till Thirdsday."

"I know. But we're running low, and I'd rather pay you directly than wait."

"Hmph." He considered for a moment. "Cabbages, carrots, turnips. I can let some go early. Fair price, mind—no haggling."

"Whatever you think is fair."

That seemed to satisfy him. He led me to the barn, where crates of vegetables sat waiting for market, and we haggled anyway—gently, more out of habit than necessity. I ended up with a sack of mixed produce and directions to come back "anytime, long as you pay prompt."

I was halfway back to the village when I heard the scream.



It came from the forest—a high, terrified shriek that cut through the morning quiet. I dropped the vegetables and ran.

Twenty-five years of instinct took over. My body moved before my mind caught up, covering ground at a pace no ordinary man could match. The forest loomed ahead, trees like dark sentinels, and I plunged in without hesitation.

The screaming had stopped, but I could hear something else now: growling, low and guttural, and the sounds of a struggle. I burst through a thicket and found—

A child.

A boy, maybe eight or nine, backed against a fallen log. His face was pale with terror, tears streaming down his cheeks. Between him and me stood a creature that shouldn't have been this far from the wilds.

A razorback.

They were common enough in the deeper forests—boar-like beasts the size of small horses, with tusks that could gut a man and hides tough enough to turn most blades. Dangerous, but not usually aggressive. They only attacked when threatened or desperate.

This one was desperate.

I could see it in its eyes—wild, unfocused, wrong somehow. Foam flecked its jaws. Its movements were jerky, uncoordinated. Sick, probably, or maddened by something.

It lunged at the boy.

I was faster.

I caught the razorback mid-charge, one hand closing around its snout, the other gripping a tusk. It was like grabbing a runaway cart—momentum, mass, raw animal strength fighting against my grip.

I held it easily.

The beast thrashed, squealed, tried to shake me off. Its hooves churned the dirt. Its small eyes rolled with panic as it realized, on some animal level, that it had encountered something it couldn't overcome.

"Sorry about this," I said quietly. "But you chose the wrong child to threaten."

I twisted.

The crack of its neck breaking echoed through the trees.

The razorback went limp. I lowered the body to the ground, careful not to let the tusks catch on anything, and turned to the boy.

He was staring at me with an expression I'd seen too many times—the look of someone who'd just watched the impossible happen.

"Are you hurt?" I asked gently.

He shook his head, mute.

"Good. Can you tell me your name?"

"T-Tam," he stammered. "Tam the younger. That's my grandpa's farm."

Old Tam's grandson. Of course.

"Alright, Tam. Let's get you home."



I carried the boy back to the farm, where Old Tam nearly collapsed at the sight of us.

"The beast—there was screaming—I thought—"

"He's fine. Just scared." I set young Tam down, and the boy immediately ran to his grandfather's arms. "There was a razorback in the forest. It's dead now."

"Dead?" Tam's eyes found the blood on my hands—the beast's, not the boy's. "You killed a razorback? Bare-handed?"

"I had the element of surprise."

It was a ridiculous explanation, and we both knew it. Razorbacks were dangerous—even armed hunters treated them with respect. The idea that someone could kill one barehanded, with "surprise," was absurd.

But Tam didn't press. Maybe he was too grateful. Maybe he knew better than to ask questions he didn't want answered.

"I owe you," he said simply. "My grandson's life... there's no price for that."

"Then don't try to pay it. Just keep this between us, if you can."

"You don't want people knowing?"

"I want a quiet life. That's all."

He studied me for a long moment, then nodded slowly.

"A quiet life. Aye, I can understand wanting that." He looked at his grandson, still clinging to his leg. "I'll keep your secret, Master Ironwood. You have my word."

"Thank you."

I retrieved the abandoned vegetables and made my way back to the village, my mind churning with questions.

Razorbacks didn't wander this close to settlements. They didn't attack children unprovoked. Something had driven it here—something that made it sick, made it desperate.

Elise had mentioned animals acting strangely. Sheep disappearing.

This wasn't coincidence. This was a pattern.

And patterns, in my experience, always led somewhere bad.



I didn't mention the razorback to Elise.

Not because I wanted to keep secrets—we'd agreed to leave the past alone, but this wasn't the past. This was now. But she had enough to worry about: the tavern, the mysterious letter, whatever ghosts haunted her nights.

She didn't need to know that the quiet village she'd fled to might not be as safe as she thought.

Not yet, anyway.

"You got the vegetables," she said when I returned, relief evident in her voice.

"Told you I would."

"You were gone a while. I was starting to worry."

"Tam wanted to talk. Old farmers like conversation." I set the sack on the kitchen table. "Should be enough to get us through to market day."

"Perfect." She started unpacking, examining each item with a practiced eye. "These are good quality. Better than what we usually get at market."

"I think he's trying to build a relationship. Sell direct, skip the middleman."

"Smart." She paused, looking at me. "You seem... tense. Did something happen?"

"Just exercise. The walk was longer than expected."

She didn't look convinced, but she let it go. That was another thing I was learning about Elise—she knew when to push and when to wait. Right now, she chose to wait.

"We open in an hour," she said. "Help me prep the kitchen?"

"Of course."



The second day was busier than the first.

Word had spread—Bram's doing, probably, and the merchant Pell's. By evening, we had a genuine crowd: farmers fresh from the fields, craftsmen seeking a drink after work, a table of garrison soldiers who'd ridden down from Thornhaven on Captain Thorne's recommendation.

I served ale and made small talk, falling into the rhythm of the work. But part of my mind stayed on that forest, on the wrongness I'd seen in the razorback's eyes.

Something was stirring out there. Something that didn't belong.

And sooner or later, I'd have to deal with it.

But not tonight. Tonight, there was ale to pour and customers to serve and a blue-haired woman whose smile, when she forgot to guard it, made all the shadows seem a little further away.

Tonight, I was just a tavern keeper.

Tomorrow's problems could wait until tomorrow.


Chapter 5: Settling In

The days took on a comfortable rhythm.

We woke early, shared breakfast, prepared the tavern for opening. Customers trickled in throughout the day—more each time, as word spread that The Weary Dragon was worth visiting again. By the end of the first week, we'd established ourselves as a genuine fixture in Millbrook's daily life.

I was learning to enjoy it.

The work was simple, repetitive, and deeply satisfying. Pour ale, serve food, clean tables, repeat. No monsters, no dungeons, no desperate battles against impossible odds. Just the quiet hum of commerce and conversation.

And Elise.

I'd started noticing things about her that I shouldn't have. The way she moved through the common room, graceful and efficient, blue hair swaying with each step. The curve of her hips beneath her apron. The pale column of her throat when she tilted her head back to laugh at a customer's joke.

She caught me staring once, during a slow afternoon. I looked away quickly, pretending to inspect a glass for spots, but I could feel her gaze lingering on me. When I finally glanced back, she'd returned to wiping down tables, a faint flush on her cheeks.

Neither of us mentioned it.



"You're getting better at this," Elise said one morning, watching me flip eggs without destroying them.

"I had a good teacher."

"You had a patient one. There's a difference." She leaned against the counter beside me, close enough that I could smell the lavender soap she used. "Most people give up after the third burned breakfast."

"I'm not most people."

"No." Her voice was soft. "You're not."

I turned to look at her, and found her closer than expected. Her deep blue eyes met mine, and for a moment the kitchen felt very small, very warm.

"Elise—"

"The eggs are burning."

I swore and yanked the pan off the heat, but it was too late—the bottoms had gone crispy and brown. Elise laughed, that bright surprised sound I was learning to love, and the moment passed.

But I didn't forget the way she'd looked at me. The way her lips had parted slightly, as if she'd been about to say something important.

I didn't forget at all.



Market day brought the usual chaos.

The village square was packed with vendors and customers, the air full of shouted prices and the smell of fresh bread. Elise and I moved through the crowd together, purchasing supplies, catching up on gossip, letting the village see that The Weary Dragon was here to stay.

"You've done well," Rosa the ale merchant told me as I arranged for another delivery. "Better than I expected, honestly. Most outsiders don't last a month before they're begging to leave."

"What makes them leave?"

"Boredom, mostly. Millbrook's not exciting. No theaters, no festivals, no eligible nobility to chase." She grinned, gap-toothed and knowing. "Though I notice you've got Elise to keep you company. That helps, I imagine."

"She's my employee."

"Uh-huh." Rosa's grin widened. "And I'm the Queen of the Northern Reaches. Pull the other one, it's got bells on."

I didn't dignify that with a response, but I couldn't help glancing at Elise across the square. She was haggling with the vegetable seller, hands on her hips, chin lifted in that stubborn way she had when she knew she was right. Her dress today was a pale blue that matched her hair, cinched at the waist in a way that emphasized her slender figure.

She was beautiful. I'd known that from the first moment I'd seen her, but it had been an abstract knowledge—the kind of observation you make and file away without emotional weight. Now it was something else entirely. Now it was a constant, low-level awareness that hummed beneath every interaction.

Rosa followed my gaze and chuckled.

"Employee. Sure."



That afternoon, I went into the forest.

Not far—just to the edge of the treeline, where the razorback had emerged. I told Elise I was checking on Old Tam, which was partially true. But mostly I wanted to see if there were signs of other disturbances.

There were.

The underbrush showed evidence of passage—broken branches, disturbed earth, tufts of fur caught on thorns. Not just one animal, but several, moving in the same direction. Toward the village.

I followed the trail deeper, my senses alert for danger. The forest here was old, the canopy thick enough to block most of the afternoon light. Sounds were muffled, distant. It felt... wrong, somehow. Like the trees themselves were holding their breath.

I found the source of the wrongness a quarter mile in.

A clearing, unnaturally circular, where nothing grew. The grass was brown and dead, the trees at the edges twisted and withered. At the center stood a stone—maybe three feet tall, covered in symbols I didn't recognize.

Not quite didn't recognize. There was something familiar about them, something that tickled the edge of my memory. I'd seen markings like these before, in dungeons and ruins, in places where dark things had been summoned or sealed.

This was old magic. Bad magic.

I didn't touch the stone. Whatever was happening here was beyond simple investigation—I'd need information, research, maybe help from someone who knew more about magical corruption than I did.

For now, I memorized the location and headed back to the village.



"You were gone a long time," Elise said when I returned.

She was in the kitchen, preparing dinner, her sleeves rolled up to reveal pale forearms dusted with flour. A strand of blue hair had escaped her braid, curling against her cheek. I had to resist the urge to brush it back.

"Tam wanted to show me his vegetting operation. He's very proud of his turnips."

"Turnips." She gave me a flat look. "You were gone for three hours to look at turnips."

"They're very impressive turnips."

"Garrett."

I sighed. "There's something in the forest. Something I need to look into. But I don't want to worry you until I know more."

"Too late. I'm worried." She set down her rolling pin and turned to face me fully. "What kind of something?"

"I'm not sure yet. Signs of animals moving toward the village, some kind of old structure that might be causing it." I met her eyes. "I don't think it's an immediate threat. But I'm going to keep an eye on it."

"And you weren't going to tell me?"

"I was going to tell you when I had something concrete to share."

"That's not—" She stopped, took a breath. "We're supposed to be partners. That means sharing information, even when it's incomplete."

She was right. I knew she was right. But old habits died hard—I'd spent decades making decisions alone, protecting people by keeping them in the dark.

"You're right," I said. "I'm sorry. I'll do better."

Her expression softened. "I'm not angry. I just... I need to know what's happening. I've spent too much of my life being kept ignorant of things that affected me."

There was weight behind those words. History I didn't know but could guess at.

"I understand. From now on, I'll tell you everything."

"Everything?"

"Everything relevant to the tavern and our safety. My embarrassing failures at egg-cooking can remain private."

That earned a small smile. "Deal."



The evening crowd was larger than usual—word had spread about our food, apparently, and people were coming from further afield to try it. I worked the bar while Elise handled the kitchen, and we fell into the rhythm we'd developed over the past week.

I watched her move through the common room, delivering plates and collecting empties, exchanging words with customers she was starting to know by name. She'd changed into her evening dress—darker blue, with a neckline that dipped lower than her usual work clothes. I tried not to notice the way it clung to her curves, the glimpse of collarbone when she bent to set down a plate.

I failed.

"Eyes front, friend," said a voice at my elbow.

I turned to find Captain Nessa Thorne settling onto a barstool, her garrison uniform slightly dusty from the road. "Captain. Didn't expect to see you again so soon."

"Passing through. Heard good things about your stew." Her sharp eyes followed my gaze to Elise, then returned to me with knowing amusement. "She's pretty."

"She's my business partner."

"Uh-huh." The same skepticism Rosa had shown. "I'll have an ale and whatever's hot from the kitchen."

I poured her drink, grateful for something to do with my hands. "You mentioned last time that you have a way of knowing things. What did you mean by that?"

"Direct. I appreciate that." She sipped her ale. "I meant exactly what I said. I pay attention. I listen. And I have contacts in places that matter." Her gaze sharpened. "Why? Something you want to know about?"

"The forest north of town. Have there been any reports of... disturbances?"

"What kind of disturbances?"

"Animals acting strangely. Moving toward the village when they normally wouldn't."

Thorne was quiet for a moment, her expression unreadable. "There have been some reports. Shepherds losing livestock. A farmer claiming he saw something 'unnatural' near the treeline." She set down her mug. "Why? What have you seen?"

I weighed my options. Captain Thorne was an unknown—competent, clearly, but I didn't know her well enough to trust her with everything.

"I killed a razorback a few days ago. It was sick, maddened. Attacked a child for no reason." I kept my voice low. "That's not normal behavior for them."

"No, it isn't." Thorne's eyes narrowed. "You killed a razorback? Those are dangerous beasts."

"I got lucky."

"Mm." She didn't believe me, but she let it go. "I've been meaning to send a patrol into that forest, see what's what. But we're stretched thin—there's trouble on the eastern border, bandits causing problems on the trade roads. Millbrook keeps getting pushed to the bottom of the list."

"If I find something concrete, I'll let you know."

"Do that." She finished her ale and stood. "And Ironwood? Be careful. Whatever's happening out there, I have a feeling it's going to get worse before it gets better."



After the last customers left, Elise and I cleaned up in companionable silence.

The work was meditative—sweeping, wiping, returning the common room to its resting state. I found myself watching her again, the way the lamplight caught her hair, the graceful efficiency of her movements.

"You're staring," she said without looking up.

"Sorry."

"Don't be." She did look up then, her blue eyes finding mine. "I don't mind."

Something shifted in the air between us. She held my gaze, and I saw her breath quicken slightly, her lips part.

"Elise—"

"I should go to bed." She set down her rag abruptly. "Early morning tomorrow. We're running low on flour again."

"Right. Of course."

She headed for the stairs, then paused at the bottom step. "Garrett?"

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For telling me about the forest. For treating me like a partner instead of someone who needs to be protected."

"You're welcome."

She nodded, something complicated in her expression, and disappeared up the stairs.

I stood alone in the empty common room, surrounded by the smell of ale and woodsmoke, and wondered what I was getting myself into.



Sleep didn't come easily that night.

I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, my mind churning with too many thoughts. The stone in the forest, the symbols I couldn't quite place, the sense of something old and dangerous stirring in the wilds.

And Elise.

I'd been alone for a long time. By choice, mostly—the life of a high-level adventurer didn't leave room for attachments. Relationships were vulnerabilities, weaknesses that enemies could exploit. I'd watched too many colleagues lose loved ones to let myself fall into that trap.

But I wasn't an adventurer anymore. I was a tavern keeper in a small village, trying to build a quiet life. And Elise...

Elise was kind, and competent, and beautiful in a way that crept up on you slowly and then hit all at once. She was broken in ways I recognized, carrying wounds that mirrored my own. She was my partner, my teacher, my—

My what?

I didn't have an answer. Didn't know if I wanted one.

But when I finally drifted off, it was her face I saw in my dreams.

Her blue hair spread across a pillow. Her lips curved in a smile meant only for me.

I woke before dawn, aching with something I refused to name.


Chapter 6: Research

I decided to visit Thornhaven.

The stone in the forest bothered me—those symbols, half-familiar, tugging at memories I couldn't quite access. I needed information, and Millbrook's tiny temple library wasn't going to cut it. Thornhaven had a proper archive, or so Elise told me, maintained by the local scholar's guild.

"You're leaving?" Elise asked when I told her my plan. We were in the kitchen, preparing breakfast, and she'd paused mid-stir to stare at me.

"Just for a day. Two at most." I cracked an egg into the pan—successfully, for once. "I need to look into something, and Millbrook doesn't have the resources."

"The thing in the forest."

"Yes."

She was quiet for a moment, her expression unreadable. Then she nodded. "I can manage the tavern alone for a day or two. We're not so busy that I can't handle it."

"Are you sure? I could wait until—"

"Go." She turned back to her stirring. "Whatever's out there, I'd rather you figure it out sooner than later. I don't like mysteries."

"Neither do I."

I finished cooking—the eggs came out almost perfect, which felt like a small victory—and we ate together in the kitchen. The morning light slanted through the window, catching the blue of Elise's hair, illuminating the delicate features of her face.

She'd dressed simply today, a plain work dress in grey cotton, but the fabric did nothing to hide the curves beneath. I found my eyes drawn to the swell of her breasts against the bodice, fuller than her slender frame suggested, rising and falling with each breath. When she reached across the table for the salt, the neckline shifted, offering a glimpse of soft pale skin that made my mouth go dry.

"Garrett?"

I jerked my gaze up to find her watching me, one eyebrow raised.

"Sorry. Lost in thought."

"Mm." The corner of her mouth twitched. "Thoughts about breakfast, I'm sure."

"Absolutely. Very focused on eggs."

She laughed—that bright, surprised sound—and the tension broke. But I caught the way her cheeks flushed, the way she adjusted her bodice slightly when she thought I wasn't looking.

She'd noticed. And she hadn't minded.



Thornhaven was everything Millbrook wasn't.

A proper town, with cobblestone streets and multi-story buildings, merchants hawking wares from permanent shops, garrison soldiers patrolling in pairs. The noise was overwhelming after weeks in the quiet village—shouting vendors, clattering carts, the constant buzz of thousands of people living on top of each other.

I'd forgotten how much I hated cities.

The scholar's guild was easy enough to find—a imposing stone building near the town center, its doors flanked by statues of robed figures holding books. Inside, the air smelled of dust and old paper, and a thin clerk looked up from his desk with undisguised suspicion.

"Help you?"

"I'm looking for information about magical corruption. Specifically, stones or markers that might cause animals to behave strangely."

The suspicion deepened. "That's rather specialized knowledge. May I ask why you need it?"

"I run a tavern in Millbrook. There's been some trouble with wildlife recently—animals acting aggressive, coming closer to the village than normal. I'm trying to understand why."

"Hmm." The clerk studied me for a long moment, then seemed to reach a decision. "Third floor, eastern wing. Section on wild magic and corrupted ley lines. Don't remove anything from the building."

"Understood. Thank you."

The archive was vast—rows upon rows of shelves, stretching into shadows that the scattered oil lamps couldn't fully penetrate. I found the section the clerk had indicated and began pulling books, settling into a reading alcove with a stack that reached my chin.

Hours passed.

Most of what I found was useless—theoretical discussions of magical theory, historical accounts of corruption events in distant lands, speculation about the nature of ley lines and their effect on the physical world. But slowly, piece by piece, I assembled something that might be relevant.

The stone I'd found matched descriptions of "anchor points"—markers used in old rituals to bind magical energy to a specific location. They were typically used for beneficial purposes: protecting settlements, enhancing crop growth, purifying water sources. But if corrupted—by dark magic, by proximity to demonic energy, by simple age and decay—they could have the opposite effect.

Corrupted anchors attracted predators. Drove animals mad. Created zones of wrongness that spread slowly outward, poisoning everything they touched.

And if left unchecked, they could eventually birth something worse.

The texts were vague about what "worse" meant, but the implications were clear enough. Whatever was happening in Millbrook's forest, it wasn't going to fix itself.



I returned to Millbrook as the sun was setting.

The tavern was lit up, warm light spilling from the windows, the sound of voices and laughter audible from the street. Elise had managed without me—more than managed, from the look of things. The common room was nearly full.

She spotted me as I pushed through the door, relief flashing across her face before she schooled her expression into something more neutral.

"You're back."

"I said I would be."

"You said one or two days. It's been one." She was already moving toward the bar, gesturing for me to follow. "Did you find what you were looking for?"

"Some of it. Enough to know we have a problem." I slipped behind the bar beside her, automatically reaching for a glass and the ale tap. "I'll tell you everything after we close."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

The evening passed in a blur of work. I fell back into the rhythm easily—pour, serve, collect, repeat—but my mind was elsewhere, churning through what I'd learned. The anchor stone needed to be dealt with, but I wasn't sure how. Purification rituals were beyond my expertise, and I didn't know anyone in the area who specialized in that kind of magic.

Captain Thorne might have contacts. The garrison would have dealt with magical threats before—they had to have resources for this kind of thing.

But involving the garrison meant involving the authorities, which meant questions I didn't want to answer. How did you find this? How did you know what to look for? What exactly is your background, Master Ironwood?

Questions that led to uncomfortable places.

I was still wrestling with the problem when the last customers filed out and Elise locked the door behind them.

"Now," she said, turning to face me. "Talk."



I told her everything.

The anchor stone, the corrupted clearing, the research I'd done in Thornhaven. The implications—that something was poisoning the forest, that it would get worse if left alone, that I didn't know how to fix it.

She listened without interrupting, her expression growing more serious with each detail. When I finished, she was quiet for a long moment.

"So we have a magical corruption problem."

"Essentially."

"And you don't know how to solve it."

"Not yet."

"But you're going to try anyway."

It wasn't a question. She knew me well enough by now to understand that I wouldn't let this go—couldn't let it go, not when people might be in danger.

"I have to," I said. "If that corruption spreads, it won't just affect animals. Eventually it'll reach the village. The farms. The people."

"Including us."

"Including us."

She was quiet again, processing. Then she stood, crossing to the bar, and poured two glasses of ale. She handed one to me and kept the other, taking a long drink before speaking.

"What do you need?"

"I'm not sure yet. More information, probably. Maybe help from someone who knows about purification magic." I sipped my ale. "I was thinking of asking Captain Thorne, but that means explaining things I'd rather keep private."

"Your background."

"Among other things."

Elise leaned against the bar, cradling her glass. The movement pressed her arms together, pushing her breasts up against the neckline of her dress. I tried not to notice the soft swell of cleavage, the way the lamplight painted shadows in the hollow of her throat.

I failed.

"There might be another option," she said slowly. "The temple here—Sister Anna, the priestess—she's trained in cleansing rituals. Nothing powerful, but she might know something useful. Or know someone who does."

"You think she'd help?"

"She helped me, when I first came here. Asked no questions, offered no judgment." Elise's eyes met mine. "She's good people. Trustworthy."

"Then I'll talk to her tomorrow."

"We'll talk to her." She set down her glass firmly. "Partners, remember? You're not doing this alone."

"I didn't want to drag you into—"

"You didn't drag me anywhere. I'm choosing to be involved." She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell the lavender soap on her skin, see the individual threads of blue in her hair. "Whatever's happening out there, it affects both of us. This tavern, this village—it's my home too. I have a right to protect it."

"You're right." I set down my own glass. "I'm sorry. Old habits."

"I know." Her voice softened. "You're used to carrying things alone. Used to protecting people by keeping them ignorant. But that's not how this works. Not between us."

"Between us," I repeated. "What exactly is 'us,' Elise?"

The question hung in the air. She was so close now—close enough to touch, close enough to kiss. I could see her pulse jumping in her throat, the slight hitch in her breathing.

"I don't know," she admitted. "But I'd like to find out."

"So would I."

We stood there, balanced on the edge of something, neither willing to take the final step. The lamplight flickered. The tavern creaked around us, settling into night.

Then Elise stepped back, breaking the spell.

"Tomorrow," she said. "We'll figure it out tomorrow. All of it."

"Tomorrow," I agreed.

She headed for the stairs, pausing at the bottom to look back at me. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright with something I couldn't name.

"Goodnight, Garrett."

"Goodnight, Elise."

I watched her go—watched the sway of her hips, the cascade of blue hair down her back, the curves that her simple dress couldn't quite conceal. She glanced back once, caught me looking, and smiled before disappearing up the stairs.

That smile stayed with me long into the night.



The next morning, we went to see Sister Anna.

The temple was a modest building near the village square, dedicated to Thessaly, goddess of harvest and hearth. Sister Anna was a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and work-worn hands, who greeted Elise with a warm embrace and me with polite curiosity.

"The new tavern keeper," she said, studying me. "I've heard good things."

"I hope they're accurate."

"So do I." She smiled, taking the edge off the words. "Elise says you have questions about purification magic. That's not a casual topic."

"There's something in the forest," I said. "An anchor stone, I think, that's been corrupted. It's affecting the wildlife—driving them toward the village, making them aggressive."

Sister Anna's expression grew serious. "You've seen this stone?"

"Yes. About a quarter mile into the forest, in a clearing where nothing grows."

"That's... concerning." She gestured for us to follow her into the temple proper. "Let me show you something."

She led us to a small office behind the main altar, its walls lined with books and scrolls. From a drawer, she produced a map of the region—old, hand-drawn, marked with symbols I didn't recognize.

"This map was made by my predecessor, nearly a hundred years ago," Sister Anna explained. "It shows the locations of all known anchor stones in the region. Most are dormant, harmless. But here—" She pointed to a spot north of Millbrook. "—there's one marked as 'unstable.' My predecessor wrote that it was damaged during the Demon War and never properly repaired."

"That's probably the one I found."

"Then we have a problem. Unstable anchors can be cleansed, but it requires significant power—more than I possess alone." She looked at me steadily. "Unless someone were to provide additional energy for the ritual. Someone with substantial magical reserves."

"I don't use magic."

"I didn't say magic. I said energy." Her kind eyes had gone sharp, assessing. "There are many sources of power in this world, Master Ironwood. Magic is only one of them."

She knew. Or suspected, at least, that I was more than I appeared.

"What would this ritual involve?"

"I would perform the cleansing. You would provide the power—life force, essentially. Enough to overwhelm the corruption and purify the stone." She folded her hands. "It would be exhausting. Possibly dangerous. But it could work."

I thought about it. Sharing my "energy" with a stranger, revealing capabilities I'd kept hidden, trusting someone I barely knew.

Then I thought about the corruption spreading. The animals getting worse. The village—and Elise—in danger.

"When can we do it?"

"Tomorrow, if you're willing. The morning is best—there's power in sunlight that aids purification."

"Tomorrow, then."

Sister Anna nodded, seemingly unsurprised. "I'll prepare what I need. Meet me here at dawn."



We walked back to the tavern in silence.

Elise was clearly processing everything—the ritual, the danger, the implications of what I'd agreed to. Finally, as we reached the door, she spoke.

"You're not just a retired adventurer, are you?"

"What makes you say that?"

"The way Sister Anna looked at you. The 'energy' she mentioned." Elise turned to face me, her blue eyes searching. "Ordinary adventurers don't have power to spare. Not like that."

I could lie. Deflect. Change the subject.

I didn't want to.

"I was... more than ordinary," I said carefully. "In my previous life. Before I came here."

"How much more?"

"Enough that I could do the ritual she described and barely feel it."

Elise was quiet, processing. Then she nodded, something shifting in her expression—not fear, not suspicion, just... acceptance.

"Alright."

"That's it? Just 'alright'?"

"What do you want me to say?" She unlocked the tavern door. "I already knew you were hiding something. This just... clarifies things a bit." She looked back at me, a small smile on her lips. "You're still the man who burned eggs for a week straight. That's what matters."

I laughed—surprised, relieved, grateful. "I suppose that's fair."

"I'm always fair." She pushed open the door. "Now come help me prep for lunch. The world can wait until we've fed the customers."



That evening, after close, I found Elise in the kitchen.

She was washing dishes, her back to me, sleeves rolled up to her elbows. She'd shed her apron, and her dress clung to her figure in the humid air—the curve of her waist, the flare of her hips, the round swell of her bottom.

"I know you're there," she said without turning.

"I wanted to thank you. For understanding. For not asking more questions than I can answer."

"You'll answer them eventually." She set a plate in the drying rack. "When you're ready."

"And if I'm never ready?"

"Then I'll learn to live with mystery." She turned, finally, and I felt my breath catch.

The humidity had affected more than her dress. A fine sheen of sweat gleamed on her skin, catching the lamplight, drawing my eyes to the flush of her cheeks, her neck, the exposed curves of her chest. Her dress had gone slightly translucent with moisture, and I could see the outline of her breasts beneath the thin fabric—full and round, straining slightly against the neckline, her nipples just visible as darker shadows beneath the cloth.

She caught me looking. This time, she didn't pretend not to notice.

"Garrett."

"Sorry. I—"

"Don't apologize." She stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from her body. "I told you before. I don't mind."

"Elise..."

"Tomorrow you're going to do something dangerous. Something that might hurt you." Her hand came up, resting flat against my chest. I could feel my heart pounding beneath her palm. "I wanted you to know, before you do—I'm glad you came here. I'm glad you bought this stupid run-down tavern. I'm glad I have a reason to—"

She stopped, swallowed.

"A reason to what?"

"To hope again."

I cupped her face in my hands, tilting her chin up. Her lips were parted, her eyes half-closed, her breath coming quick and shallow.

"Elise," I said softly. "I'm going to kiss you now. Unless you tell me not to."

"Don't you dare stop."

I kissed her.

She tasted like ale and honey, warm and willing, her body melting against mine as I pulled her close. Her hands fisted in my shirt; my hands slid down to her waist, feeling the heat of her skin through thin fabric. The kiss deepened, tongues tangling, and she made a soft sound in her throat that sent fire racing through my veins.

When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard.

"Tomorrow," she said. "After the ritual. We should talk about this."

"We should."

"But not tonight."

"No?"

"Tonight—" She kissed me again, quick and fierce. "Tonight I just want to remember what this feels like. In case tomorrow goes wrong."

"It won't go wrong."

"You can't promise that."

"I can promise I'll come back to you." I brushed a strand of blue hair from her face. "Whatever it takes."

She smiled—real and warm and full of something that looked like joy.

"Then that's enough."

We held each other in the quiet kitchen, lamplight flickering, the future uncertain but somehow less frightening than before.

Tomorrow would bring danger.

But tonight, I had her.

And that was worth everything.


Chapter 7: Purification

Dawn came too early.

I'd barely slept—not from worry about the ritual, but from replaying that kiss over and over in my mind. The taste of her lips. The heat of her body. The soft sound she'd made when I pulled her close.

Focus, I told myself. Ritual first. Romance later.

Elise was already awake when I came downstairs, two cups of tea steaming on the kitchen table. She looked tired too, dark circles under her eyes, but she smiled when she saw me.

"Ready?"

"As I'll ever be."

"Liar." She handed me a cup. "You're not nervous at all, are you?"

"Should I be?"

"Most people would be." She studied me over the rim of her tea. "Facing a corrupted magical anchor, channeling unknown amounts of power through your body... that's the kind of thing that gives normal people nightmares."

"I stopped having nightmares about magic a long time ago."

"What do you have nightmares about now?"

I thought about it. "Burning eggs. Disappointing customers. Ordinary things."

She laughed—soft, fond. "You really have changed, haven't you? From whoever you were before."

"I'm trying to."

"I know." She set down her cup and crossed to me, rising on her toes to press a gentle kiss to my cheek. "Come back safe. We have things to discuss."

"I will."



Sister Anna was waiting at the temple, dressed in ceremonial robes I hadn't seen before—white linen embroidered with golden symbols, a circlet of woven herbs on her brow. She looked more priestess than the practical woman I'd met yesterday.

"Master Ironwood. Are you prepared?"

"Yes."

"Then let's begin."

We walked into the forest together, following the path I'd traced days earlier. The morning was cool, mist hanging between the trees, birdsong muted and distant. As we drew closer to the clearing, even those sounds faded, replaced by an oppressive silence that pressed against my ears.

"You feel it," Sister Anna said. It wasn't a question.

"The wrongness. Yes."

"It's worse than I expected. The corruption has progressed significantly since your last visit." She quickened her pace. "We should hurry."

The clearing was as I remembered—the dead grass, the twisted trees, the stone at the center pulsing with a sickly light I hadn't noticed before. But now I could see more: hairline cracks spreading from the stone into the earth, darkness seeping from those cracks like blood from a wound.

"It's destabilizing," Sister Anna breathed. "If we'd waited another week..."

"What would have happened?"

"Best case? The corruption would have spread to the village. Crops would fail, animals would sicken, people would turn violent." She began unpacking supplies from her bag—candles, herbs, a silver bowl. "Worst case? The stone would have shattered entirely and released whatever's been building inside it."

"What's inside it?"

"Nothing yet. But give it time, and something would have formed. Something hungry." She arranged the candles in a circle around the stone. "That's how demons are born, you know. Not summoned from some other realm—grown, like tumors, from magical corruption left to fester."

Pleasant thought.

Sister Anna completed her preparations and turned to face me. "I'll begin the ritual now. When I give the signal, I need you to place your hands on the stone and push. Not physically—with your energy. Your life force. Everything you can spare."

"How will I know how much to give?"

"You'll know." Her eyes met mine, calm and certain. "Trust your instincts. They've kept you alive this long."

She began to chant.

The words were old—older than the common tongue, older than any language I recognized. They resonated in the air, vibrating through my bones, making the mist swirl and the leaves tremble. The candles flickered but didn't go out. The herbs in her circlet began to smoke.

The stone pulsed brighter, fighting back.

Sister Anna's voice rose, commanding, and I felt something shift in the air—a gathering of force, a preparation for battle. The corruption in the stone sensed it too. The cracks widened. Darkness boiled up from the earth.

"NOW!"

I placed my hands on the stone.

And I pushed.



It's difficult to describe what happened next.

For twenty-five years, I'd trained my body to contain power that would have destroyed ordinary men. I'd fought dragons and demons, survived magical catastrophes, absorbed energies that should have vaporized me on contact. My reserves were... considerable.

I'd never tried to release them all at once.

Light exploded from my hands—pure, golden, burning away the darkness like sunlight through fog. The stone screamed, a sound that existed only in my mind, as the corruption was seared out of it layer by layer. I felt the wrongness fighting back, clawing at my power, trying to consume it instead of being consumed.

I pushed harder.

The clearing blazed. Trees at the edge burst into flame, then immediately went out, their corruption purged in an instant. The dead grass crumbled to ash, and beneath it, green shoots began to emerge. The cracks in the earth sealed themselves. The darkness fled.

And still I pushed.

Sister Anna was shouting something—a warning, maybe, or an instruction—but I couldn't hear her over the roar of power in my ears. The stone was almost clean now, its sickly glow replaced by a soft silver radiance, but there was something at its core, something that refused to die—

I found it. A seed of darkness, buried deep, the source of everything. I wrapped my power around it and squeezed.

It popped like a soap bubble.

The backlash knocked me off my feet.



When I opened my eyes, Sister Anna was kneeling beside me, her face pale and streaked with sweat.

"Are you insane?" she demanded. "I said push, not—not annihilate the entire clearing!"

I tried to sit up. The world spun. "Did it work?"

"Did it—" She laughed, slightly hysterical. "Look around you."

I looked.

The clearing had transformed. Where dead earth and twisted trees had stood, there was now a meadow—lush grass, wildflowers, saplings already reaching toward the sky. The stone at the center glowed silver-white, pulsing gently with clean, healthy energy. Birds were singing in the distance, and the oppressive silence had been replaced by the normal sounds of a forest coming alive.

"That's not just purification," Sister Anna said. "That's restoration. Healing. Growth." She stared at me with something between awe and fear. "What are you?"

"Retired."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I have." I managed to sit up, though my head was still spinning. "How long was I out?"

"A few minutes. Long enough for me to check your pulse several times and pray to every god I know." She helped me to my feet. "Can you walk?"

"I think so."

"Good. Because we need to get back to the village before anyone comes looking." She gathered her supplies, hands trembling slightly. "What you just did—that kind of power—people will ask questions."

"Let them ask. I'll give them the same answer I gave you."

"Retired." She shook her head. "Somehow I doubt that will satisfy them."



The walk back to Millbrook took longer than the walk out.

I was exhausted in a way I hadn't been in years—not physically, but spiritually. I'd poured out more power in those few minutes than I'd used in the entire last decade of my adventuring career. My reserves would recover, but it would take time.

Still, it was worth it. The corruption was gone. The village was safe. And I'd proven—to myself, if no one else—that retirement didn't mean uselessness.

Elise was waiting at the tavern door.

She saw me coming and ran—actually ran—down the street, not caring who saw. She hit me like a small blue-haired projectile, arms wrapping around my neck, face buried in my chest.

"You're alive."

"I told you I would be."

"I know. But I worried anyway." She pulled back, looking me over with critical eyes. "You look terrible."

"I feel terrible. But the good kind of terrible." I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "It worked. The corruption is gone."

"Sister Anna?"

"Fine. Shaken, but fine." I glanced at the priestess, who was watching our reunion with a carefully neutral expression. "Thank you, Sister. I couldn't have done this without you."

"I'm not sure that's true," she said dryly. "But you're welcome nonetheless." She nodded to Elise. "Take care of him. He needs rest."

"I will."

Sister Anna headed toward the temple, and Elise led me inside.



The rest of the day passed in a haze.

Elise forced me to eat, then forced me to sleep, then forced me to eat again when I woke. She refused to discuss anything important—"You need to recover first"—and deflected every attempt I made to bring up the kiss.

"Later," she kept saying. "When you're not half-dead on your feet."

By evening, I felt almost normal. Still tired, but functional. The tavern opened as usual, though Elise handled most of the work while I sat at a corner table and tried to look like I wasn't about to fall asleep.

"You look like death warmed over," Bram the miller observed, settling across from me with his customary ale.

"Long day."

"Must have been." He studied me shrewdly. "Heard there was some excitement up by the old stone this morning. Light in the sky, ground shaking. People are talking."

"People always talk."

"That they do." He drank deeply. "Also heard the animals have calmed down. Old Tam's sheep came back—the ones that went missing last week. Just wandered out of the forest like nothing had happened."

"That's good news."

"Mm." Bram's eyes never left my face. "Strange coincidence, isn't it? You go off to 'look at turnips,' and suddenly all the strangeness stops."

"Very strange."

"I'm not asking questions," he said quietly. "Whatever you did, however you did it—I'm grateful. We all are. Just wanted you to know that."

"I appreciate it."

He nodded, finished his ale, and left without another word.

The crowd was thinner than usual—word of the morning's events had spread, and people were nervous. But those who did come seemed friendlier, more welcoming. Several stopped by my table to offer thanks for... something. They weren't sure what I'd done, but they knew the village felt safer.

It was a strange feeling, being appreciated for heroism I hadn't wanted to perform.



The evening was winding down when the door burst open.

I was on my feet before I registered moving, hand reaching for a weapon that wasn't there. Old instincts, as always.

But the figure in the doorway wasn't a threat.

She was young—eighteen, maybe nineteen—with long white hair tangled and dirty, violet eyes wild with exhaustion. Her clothes had once been fine, but now they were torn and mud-stained, hanging off her frame in tatters. She was breathing hard, swaying on her feet, looking around the common room with the desperate expression of a hunted animal.

"I need—" She gasped for air. "I need a room. And food. And for nobody to ask any questions."

Elise moved toward her, hands raised placatingly. "Miss, are you—"

"Don't touch me!" The girl stumbled back, nearly falling. "I can pay. I have money. I just need—"

Her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed.

I caught her before she hit the floor.



She weighed almost nothing.

I carried her to the nearest chair while Elise cleared the remaining customers out with promises of free drinks tomorrow. Within minutes, the common room was empty except for the three of us.

"Who is she?" Elise asked, returning with a wet cloth.

"No idea." I examined the girl more closely. Her clothes, beneath the dirt, were silk and velvet. Her boots were fine leather. The ring on her finger—partially hidden by grime—bore a crest I didn't recognize.

"She's noble," Elise said, reaching the same conclusion. "Or trying to look like one."

"That ring is real. So is the silk."

The girl stirred, moaning softly. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused at first, then sharpening as she registered her surroundings.

"Where—" She tried to sit up, winced, fell back. "What happened?"

"You collapsed in my tavern." I handed her a cup of water. "Drink. Slowly."

She obeyed, too exhausted to argue. When the cup was empty, some of the wildness had left her eyes.

"Thank you." Her voice was different now—still haughty, but controlled. "I apologize for the... dramatic entrance."

"What's your name?"

She hesitated. "Vivienne. Just Vivienne."

"No family name?"

"None that matters." She looked around the common room, taking in the humble furnishings, the simple décor. "This is an inn?"

"A tavern. We have rooms upstairs."

"I'll take one. For the night. Maybe longer." She reached into her bodice—I tried not to notice the generous curves her ruined dress still managed to display—and produced a small purse. "Will this cover it?"

The purse contained enough gold to buy the tavern outright.

"This is too much."

"Consider it payment for discretion." Her violet eyes met mine, sharp and calculating despite her exhaustion. "I need to disappear for a while. This seems like the kind of place where a person could do that."

"What are you running from?"

"Does it matter?"

"It does if it brings trouble to my door."

She studied me for a long moment, then seemed to reach a decision.

"I'm running from a marriage. An arranged one, to a man three times my age who has already buried four wives." Her jaw tightened. "I refuse to be the fifth."

I exchanged a glance with Elise. Her expression was complicated—sympathy warring with suspicion.

"You can stay," I said finally. "But if trouble comes looking for you, I need to know about it."

"Fair enough." Vivienne tried to stand, swayed, and grabbed the chair for support. "Is there food? I haven't eaten since yesterday."

"I'll make something," Elise said, already heading for the kitchen. "You should sit. Before you fall over again."

"I don't fall over. I simply... rest dramatically."

Despite everything, I found myself smiling. "Rest dramatically all you want, Miss Vivienne. You're safe here."

Something flickered in her violet eyes—surprise, maybe, or hope.

"Vivienne is fine. No 'miss.'" She lowered herself back into the chair with exaggerated care. "And thank you. I don't say that often, so appreciate the rarity."

"I'll treasure it."

"You should." But she was smiling now too, a hint of humor breaking through the exhaustion. "Now, about that food..."



Elise returned with bread, cheese, and leftover stew warmed on the stove.

Vivienne ate like someone who hadn't seen food in days—which, given her story, was probably accurate. She tore into the bread without ceremony, scooped stew into her mouth with abandon, and finished the entire meal in minutes.

"That," she announced, leaning back, "was the best thing I've ever tasted."

"It's leftover stew."

"And? Doesn't change the facts." She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand—a gesture entirely at odds with her noble bearing. "Your cook is talented."

"That would be me," Elise said. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." Vivienne's gaze moved between us, assessing. "You two. Are you married? Together? What's the situation here?"

"We're business partners," Elise said quickly.

"Mm-hmm." Vivienne's smile turned knowing. "That's what I thought."

I cleared my throat. "Let me show you to a room. You need rest."

"I need a bath. And clean clothes. And about three days of sleep." She stood, steadier now that she'd eaten. "But a room will do for a start."

I led her upstairs to one of the renovated guest rooms—clean sheets, fresh candles, a window overlooking the back garden. She surveyed the space with an expression I couldn't read.

"It's small."

"It's what we have."

"I wasn't complaining." She turned to face me, and for the first time I got a proper look at her without the haze of crisis.

She was beautiful.

Even exhausted and dirty, with her white hair tangled and her clothes in ruins, she had the kind of face that artists painted and poets wrote about. High cheekbones, full lips, violet eyes that seemed to shift between purple and blue depending on the light. Her figure, what I could see of it beneath the damaged dress, was lush—generous curves that her noble garments had probably been designed to minimize rather than display.

"You're staring," she said.

"Sorry."

"Don't be. I'm used to it." She began unpinning her ruined hair, letting it fall in white waves past her shoulders. "Most men stare. The smart ones pretend not to."

"Which am I?"

"Jury's still out." She yawned hugely, covering her mouth belatedly. "I'll decide tomorrow. If I ever wake up."

"Take your time. Breakfast is whenever you want it."

"Careful. I might take you up on that and sleep until noon."

"That's fine."

She looked at me strangely—as if I'd said something unexpected. "You're different. From other men."

"Is that good or bad?"

"I haven't decided yet." She smiled, and it transformed her face—made her look younger, more vulnerable. "Goodnight, Master Tavern Keeper."

"Garrett. Just Garrett."

"Goodnight, Just Garrett."

She closed the door, and I stood in the hallway for a moment, wondering what I'd just gotten myself into.



Elise was waiting for me downstairs.

"Well," she said. "That's going to be interesting."

"You think she's telling the truth?"

"About running from a marriage? Probably. About who she really is?" She shrugged. "That ring bore the imperial crest, Garrett. Either she stole it, or she's a lot more than 'just Vivienne.'"

"You recognized it?"

"I spent five years serving in a noble house. I know what royalty looks like." She met my eyes. "If I'm right, we just gave shelter to a runaway princess."

"Would that be a problem?"

"It would be dangerous. The empire doesn't take kindly to people who interfere with royal marriages." She bit her lip. "But I can't say I blame her for running. Arranged marriages to cruel old men..." Something dark flickered in her expression. "I know something about that."

I wanted to ask. Wanted to finally understand the shadows in her past. But this wasn't the moment.

"We'll figure it out tomorrow," I said. "All of it. Her situation, our situation, everything."

"Tomorrow." She stepped closer, rising on her toes to press a soft kiss to my lips. "Get some rest. You've had a long day."

"So have you."

"Mm. But I didn't purify a magical corruption this morning." She pulled back, smiling. "Goodnight, Garrett."

"Goodnight, Elise."

I watched her head upstairs, then stood alone in the empty common room, thinking about corrupted stones and runaway princesses and blue-haired women who tasted like honey.

My quiet life was getting complicated.

Somehow, I didn't mind.


Chapter 8: The Princess

Vivienne did not wake until well past noon.

I'd checked on her twice during the morning—just quick glances through a cracked door, making sure she was still breathing. Both times she'd been sprawled across the bed in a tangle of white hair and borrowed blankets, dead to the world.

"She needs the rest," Elise said when I mentioned it. "Running from the empire isn't easy. I imagine she hasn't slept properly in days."

"You sound sympathetic."

"I am sympathetic." She was kneading bread dough, her movements more forceful than necessary. "I know what it's like to run from something. To be so exhausted you can barely think, but too afraid to stop moving."

I waited, hoping she'd say more. She didn't.

"You think she's really a princess?"

"I think she's definitely noble, and probably royal. That ring wasn't a fake—I'd stake my life on it." Elise punched the dough. "Which means we're harboring a fugitive from the imperial family. If anyone finds out..."

"We'll deal with that if it happens."

"When it happens. The empire doesn't lose princesses. They'll be looking for her." She finally looked up, flour dusting her cheek. "Are you sure you want to get involved in this?"

"I'm already involved. She's under my roof."

"You could ask her to leave."

"Could you?"

Elise was quiet for a moment. Then she sighed. "No. I couldn't." She returned to her kneading. "I suppose we're doing this, then."

"I suppose we are."



The sound of footsteps on the stairs came just after one o'clock.

I was behind the bar, polishing glasses—a habit I'd developed when I needed something to do with my hands. Elise was in the kitchen, preparing for the afternoon crowd. We both looked up as the footsteps descended, slow and unsteady.

Vivienne emerged from the stairwell looking like she'd lost a fight with her bedding.

Her white hair was a tangled mess, sticking up in directions that defied gravity. Her eyes were half-closed, puffy with sleep, and she was yawning hugely as she shuffled into the common room. She'd apparently found one of the spare nightshifts we kept for guests—a simple cotton thing, white and loose, that hung off her frame in a way that was clearly not designed for someone of her... proportions.

"Coffee," she mumbled, not quite awake. "Or tea. Or poison. Whatever you have."

"We have tea."

"That'll do."

She collapsed into the nearest chair, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. The movement caused the oversized nightshift to slip from one shoulder, sliding down her arm, and—

I looked away quickly, but not before I saw.

Her breast had spilled free of the fabric—full and round, pale as cream, tipped with a pink nipple that the cool air had drawn tight. She seemed completely unaware, still rubbing her eyes, yawning again.

"Vivienne," I said carefully. "Your, ah. Your clothing."

"Mm?" She blinked at me blearily. Then she looked down, regarding her exposed breast with the vague disinterest of someone still half-asleep.

Slowly, as she woke up enough to register the situation—and my obvious discomfort—a wicked smile spread across her face.

"Oh my." She made no move to cover herself. "How scandalous."

"You should probably—"

"Probably what?" She stretched lazily, arching her back in a way that pushed her breast out further, the nightshift slipping down to bunch around her waist. "Cover myself? Why? Does this bother you, Master Tavern Keeper?"

"I'm trying to be respectful."

"How terribly noble of you." Her violet eyes sparkled with mischief. "But you know, most men wouldn't look away. Most men would stare and pretend they weren't. Or stare and not even bother pretending." She tilted her head, studying my face. "You actually averted your eyes. That's almost insulting."

"Insulting?"

"Mmm. Like you don't find me attractive enough to look at." She pouted, exaggerated and theatrical. "Here I am, offering you a free show, and you act like I've shown you a plague sore."

"That's not—I was being polite—"

"Polite is boring." She leaned back in her chair, making no effort whatsoever to fix her state of undress. Her breast sat fully exposed, round and heavy, nipple still peaked from the cool air. "Tell you what. I'll give you permission. Explicit, verbal permission to look at my tit for as long as you want. Then you can't pretend you're being a gentleman."

"Vivienne—"

"Go on." Her smile turned challenging. "Look. I want you to. Consider it a thank you for taking me in. Or a test to see what kind of man you are. Or just me being bored and bratty in the morning. Take your pick."

She was testing me, I realized. Trying to figure out what kind of man I was—whether I'd get flustered and stammer, or leer and grab, or something else entirely.

Fine. If she wanted to play games, I could play too.

I met her eyes. Then, deliberately, I let my gaze drop.

Her breast was beautiful—there was no point denying it. Full and heavy, perfectly shaped, with smooth pale skin that looked soft as silk. Her nipple was a dusky pink, pebbled tight, practically begging to be touched. The curve of the underside, the way it sat against her chest—she had the kind of body that artists would kill to paint.

I looked for a long moment. Let myself appreciate what she'd offered, taking my time, not rushing.

Then I raised my eyes back to hers.

"Satisfied?" I asked.

Something flickered in her expression—surprise, maybe, or respect. Whatever reaction she'd expected, this wasn't it.

"You actually looked."

"You asked me to. Explicitly. It would have been rude to refuse."

"And?" She leaned forward slightly. "What's the verdict?"

"You're beautiful. Your breast is lovely. I imagine the other one is equally impressive." I kept my voice calm, matter-of-fact. "Is that what you wanted to hear?"

She stared at me for a long moment. Then she laughed—not the sharp, performative laugh she'd been using, but something genuine. Surprised.

"Most men would have kept staring. Or gotten grabby. Or lectured me about modesty." She finally tucked herself back into the nightshift, adjusting it to something approaching decency. "You just... answered the question."

"Was that wrong?"

"No. It was refreshing." She smiled, and this time it reached her eyes. "You're a strange man, Garrett."

"So I've been told."

"I think I like strange." She yawned again. "Now, about that tea..."

I went to get her tea, very aware of her eyes on my back as I walked away.



Elise emerged from the kitchen just as I was setting a cup in front of our guest.

She took in the scene—Vivienne slumped in her chair, white hair everywhere, nightshift still hanging precariously—and her expression went through several complicated phases before settling on something like resigned amusement.

"I see you're awake."

"Barely." Vivienne wrapped her hands around the teacup like it was a holy relic. "What time is it?"

"Past one."

"In the afternoon?"

"Yes."

"Good. That's practically early for me." She took a long drink of tea, sighing with pleasure. "This is good. What's in it?"

"Chamomile, honey, and a bit of mint." Elise settled into the chair across from her. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I've been trampled by horses and then buried in a ditch." Vivienne managed a weak smile. "So, better than yesterday."

"You were in rough shape when you arrived."

"I was in rough shape long before I arrived. Three days of running through forests and sleeping in barns will do that to a person." She drained her cup and held it out hopefully. "More?"

I refilled it. She clutched the cup to her chest—nearly exposing herself again in the process—and sighed.

"You're being very kind. Both of you. I'm not used to kindness without... expectations."

"What kind of expectations?" Elise asked.

"The usual kind. Favors, influence, access to the imperial court." Vivienne's violet eyes were sharper now, the tea bringing her slowly to life. "When you're a princess, people don't do things for you out of the goodness of their hearts. They do things because they want something in return."

"We don't want anything."

"Everyone wants something."

"Then perhaps we want a paying guest who doesn't cause trouble." I leaned against the bar. "That seems fair, doesn't it?"

Vivienne studied me for a long moment. "You really mean that."

"I really do."

"Hm." She sipped her tea. "You're strange. Both of you. Strange and... nice." She said the word like it was foreign, unfamiliar on her tongue. "I don't know what to do with nice."

"You could start by putting on proper clothes," Elise said dryly. "Before you give the customers a show."

"I already gave Garrett a show. He was very polite about it." Vivienne's smile turned impish. "Looked when I asked, complimented my breast, then went back to being professional. A perfect gentleman."

Elise's gaze cut to me, one eyebrow raised.

"She offered," I said. "Explicitly. It seemed rude to refuse."

"Rude." Elise's voice was flat, but there was a hint of amusement beneath it. "Of course."

"He's a good man," Vivienne said, more seriously. "I can tell. He looks without leering. Appreciates without demanding. That's rare." She stood, holding the shift closed with one hand. "I'll find something more appropriate. Assuming I have anything left that isn't ruined."

"I can lend you something," Elise offered. "We're close enough in size. Mostly."

Vivienne glanced back, her gaze flickering over Elise's figure. "That's kind of you. Thank you."

"You can thank me by not scandalizing the locals."

"I make no promises."

She disappeared up the stairs, and Elise let out a long breath.

"Well," she said. "She's certainly something."

"That's one word for it."

"You looked at her breast."

"She asked me to. Quite insistently."

"And you just... did?"

"Would you rather I'd refused and made her feel unwanted? Or stared against her will and made her feel objectified?" I met Elise's eyes. "She was testing me. I passed."

Elise was quiet for a moment. Then, unexpectedly, she smiled. "You're right. You did." She touched my arm briefly. "Just don't make a habit of looking at other women's breasts."

"Only if they explicitly offer and it seems like the polite thing to do."

"That's not as reassuring as you think it is."

"Would it help if I said yours are the only ones I actually want to see?"

She flushed, a pretty pink spreading across her cheeks. "That... helps a little. Yes."

"Good."



When Vivienne came back downstairs an hour later, she looked almost respectable.

Elise had lent her a simple dress—blue cotton, modest neckline, fitted at the waist. It was slightly too tight across the chest—Vivienne's curves were more generous than Elise's—but the overall effect was of a pretty village girl rather than a runaway princess.

"Better?" Vivienne did a small turn, the skirt flaring around her ankles.

"Much." Elise was watching her with an expression I couldn't quite read. "The color suits you."

"Blue's not really my preference, but beggars can't be choosers." She settled into a chair at the bar, propping her chin on her hands. "So. What do people do in a place like this?"

"Work, mostly," I said. "Farm, trade, raise families. Simple things."

"Simple." She said the word like she was tasting it. "I've never done simple."

"What have you done?"

"Lessons. Etiquette, dancing, languages, needlework." She made a face. "Hours of sitting still while tutors droned on about things that didn't matter. Then dinners with people who smiled while plotting how to use me. Then more lessons." She shrugged. "A princess's life isn't as glamorous as the stories suggest."

"It sounds lonely."

"It was." Her voice had gone quiet, the bratty facade cracking slightly. "It is. Even surrounded by people, you're always alone. Because none of them see you—they see your title, your bloodline, your potential value as a political tool."

Elise had gone still, her hands frozen over the glass she was drying.

"I know something about that," she said softly. "Being seen as a tool rather than a person."

Vivienne's eyes met hers, and something passed between them—recognition, perhaps. Understanding.

"Then you know why I ran."

"Yes." Elise set down the glass. "I know exactly why."

The moment stretched, heavy with unspoken history. Then Vivienne smiled—a real smile, not the sharp performative thing she'd been wearing.

"I think I like you, Elise. You're not what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"Someone simpler. Less... layered." She turned to include me in her gaze. "Both of you, actually. A retired adventurer and a mysterious maid running a tavern in the middle of nowhere. There's a story there."

"Several stories," I said. "But not ones we share easily."

"Fair enough. I have stories I don't share easily either." She slid off her stool. "Is there anything I can do? To help, I mean. I feel useless just sitting here."

"Can you cook?" Elise asked.

"Gods, no. I'd burn water."

"Clean?"

"I've never cleaned anything in my life."

"Serve drinks?"

Vivienne considered. "I can carry things from one place to another. And I'm told I have a pleasant smile."

"That's... a start." Elise glanced at me. "What do you think? We could use help during the evening rush."

"If she's willing."

"I'm willing." Vivienne's chin lifted. "I may be useless at practical things, but I'm a fast learner. And I want to earn my keep, not just... hide here like a parasite."

There was pride in her voice, and something else—a desperate need to prove herself. To be more than the ornamental princess she'd been raised to be.

"Alright," I said. "Tonight, you can help serve. But you do exactly what Elise tells you, and if any customers give you trouble, you come to me immediately."

"Define trouble."

"Anyone who touches you without permission. Anyone who asks too many questions about where you came from. Anyone who seems too interested in a white-haired serving girl who appeared out of nowhere."

"Ah." Her expression sobered. "You're worried someone will recognize me."

"Should I be?"

"Probably not. I doubt anyone in Millbrook has ever seen a member of the imperial family in person. But..." She touched her hair self-consciously. "The white is distinctive. A family trait."

"We could dye it," Elise offered. "Temporarily. Until things settle down."

Vivienne's hand tightened in her hair, a flash of something—fear? loss?—crossing her face. Then she nodded.

"If you think it's necessary."

"I think it's prudent. Brown would be easiest—I have some walnut dye I use for leather. It'll wash out eventually, but it should last a few weeks."

"Then let's do it." Vivienne managed a smile. "I've always wondered what I'd look like as a brunette."



The dyeing process took most of the afternoon.

I stayed out of it, busying myself with tavern tasks while Elise and Vivienne occupied the kitchen. I could hear them talking—Vivienne's voice sharp and teasing, Elise's quieter and more measured—punctuated by occasional laughter.

It was strange, hearing Elise laugh so freely. She was usually more guarded, more careful. But something about Vivienne seemed to bring out a different side of her.

When they emerged, Vivienne's hair was a rich chestnut brown, still damp from rinsing. The color changed her entirely—softened her features, made her look less ethereal and more approachable. Less princess, more village girl.

"Well?" She turned, letting me see from all angles. "What do you think?"

"It suits you."

"Liar. It makes me look common." But she was smiling. "Which is rather the point, I suppose."

"You could never look common," Elise said. "But you look less... conspicuous."

"Conspicuous. Is that what we're calling it?" Vivienne examined her reflection in a polished pot, turning her head this way and that. "I suppose it'll do. Though I miss the white already."

"It'll grow back."

"I know. It's just..." She set down the pot. "My hair was the one thing about me that was really mine. Not something chosen by tutors or designed by dressmakers. Just... me."

"Then we'll wash it out as soon as it's safe," I said. "This is temporary, Vivienne. All of it."

Something flickered in her violet eyes—surprise, maybe, or hope.

"Alright."



The evening crowd arrived on schedule.

Vivienne threw herself into serving with more enthusiasm than skill. She mixed up orders, spilled ale on at least two customers, and somehow managed to trip over the same floorboard three separate times. But she smiled through all of it, apologizing with such genuine charm that no one seemed to mind.

I was watching her navigate between tables when I noticed something odd.

Her hair.

The brown was fading.

Not gradually, not subtly—but visibly, in real time. The chestnut color was lightening, revealing streaks of white beneath, as if the dye was being pushed out from the inside. Within an hour of the evening rush beginning, her hair was a strange mottled mix of brown and white. By the time the last customers left, it was almost entirely white again.

"That's not possible," Elise said, staring. "That dye should have lasted weeks."

"I know." I was staring too, but for different reasons.

I'd seen this before. Not often—perhaps twice in my entire career—but I recognized the signs. The way the dye simply... refused to stay. The way her natural appearance reasserted itself despite all efforts to change it.

Vivienne had mana. Powerful mana, of a very specific type.

"What's wrong?" Vivienne asked, touching her hair self-consciously. "Did it not work?"

"It worked. For about an hour." Elise grabbed a strand of white hair, examining it. "This is impossible. I've used that dye on leather, on fabric, on hair—it always lasts. Always."

"Maybe my hair is just... resistant?"

"Hair doesn't resist dye." Elise looked at me. "Garrett, what's going on?"

I hesitated. What I was about to say would raise more questions than it answered—questions about how I knew this, what I'd seen in my past, what exactly I'd been before I came to Millbrook.

But they deserved the truth. Or at least part of it.

"Vivienne," I said carefully. "Have you ever noticed anything... unusual about yourself? Beyond the obvious, I mean. Have you ever tried to change your appearance and had it not work? Disguises that slip, makeup that fades, that sort of thing?"

She frowned. "Now that you mention it... there was an incident, when I was younger. My tutors tried to have my hair cut short for a formal event—they thought it would be more fashionable. But it grew back within a day. Full length. Everyone said it was impossible, but it happened."

"And no one explained why?"

"They said it was a blessing from the gods. A sign of royal favor." She laughed bitterly. "Everything unusual about me was always explained as 'royal favor.' As if being born to the right family made me special."

"In this case, they weren't entirely wrong." I met her eyes. "What you have isn't a blessing from the gods, Vivienne. It's mana. A rare type that resists external modification. Your body rejects anything that tries to change your natural appearance—dyes, cuts, probably even magical disguises."

"Mana?" She stared at me. "I don't have magic. I was tested as a child—no affinity for any of the elements, no talent for spellwork."

"This isn't that kind of mana. It's passive, innate. It doesn't let you do things—it stops things from being done to you." I thought about how to explain it. "Think of it as... armor. But for your identity. Your body knows what it's supposed to look like, and it refuses to be anything else."

"How do you know this?" Elise asked quietly.

"I've encountered it before. Twice. Both times in people of very old bloodlines—royal families that traced their lineage back to the age of gods." I looked at Vivienne. "Your family. How old is the Lysander dynasty?"

"Two thousand years. Maybe more." Her voice had gone strange, distant. "The founding emperor was said to be blessed by the divine. His blood was... special."

"It still is. That blessing—whatever it actually was—is still in you. Still protecting you." I shook my head. "Dye won't work. Neither will glamours or illusions. If someone's looking for a white-haired princess, they'll find one, no matter what we do."

Silence fell over the common room.

"So I can't hide," Vivienne said finally. "Not really. My own body will give me away."

"Not necessarily." I thought quickly. "The mana protects your identity, but it doesn't announce it. You still look like any white-haired woman—just one that can't be disguised. As long as we keep you away from anyone who knows your face personally, you should be safe."

"And if someone who knows my face comes looking?"

"Then we deal with it."

"How?"

"However we have to."

She stared at me for a long moment, something shifting in her violet eyes. Then she nodded slowly.

"You mean that. You'd actually fight for me. A stranger you just met."

"You're under my roof. That makes you mine to protect."

"Yours." She tested the word. "I've been a lot of things to a lot of people. I've never been anyone's to protect before."

"Get used to it."

Something flickered across her face—vulnerability, hope, fear—and then it was gone, replaced by her usual sharp smile.

"Well. This has been an educational evening." She touched her white hair, now fully restored. "I suppose I'll just have to be a memorable serving girl instead of a forgettable one."

"You were never going to be forgettable," Elise said dryly.

"True. But it's nice to have an excuse." She yawned hugely. "I'm exhausted. Again. This mana thing takes energy, apparently."

"Go to bed," I said. "We'll figure out the rest tomorrow."

"Tomorrow." She headed for the stairs, pausing at the bottom to look back. "Thank you. For explaining. For not... making me feel like a freak."

"You're not a freak. You're blessed."

"Same thing, depending on who you ask." But she was smiling. "Goodnight, Garrett. Goodnight, Elise."

She disappeared upstairs, white hair catching the lamplight as she went.



"That was a lot of information," Elise said quietly.

"I know."

"You've seen this before. This mana type."

"Yes."

"In your previous life. Before you retired."

"Yes."

She was quiet for a moment. "Are you going to tell me what that life was?"

"Someday. When I'm ready."

"But not tonight."

"Not tonight."

She nodded, accepting this. Then she crossed to me and rose on her toes to press a soft kiss to my lips.

"Goodnight, Garrett."

"Goodnight, Elise."

I watched her climb the stairs, blue hair swaying, until she disappeared from view.

Then I stood alone in the common room, thinking about mana and princesses and the complicated web we were all weaving together.

My quiet life had officially ended.

Whatever came next, at least it wouldn't be boring.


Chapter 9: Settling

The days that followed took on a new rhythm.

Vivienne, it turned out, was not a morning person. This became abundantly clear after the third consecutive day of her stumbling downstairs well past noon, bleary-eyed and barely conscious, wearing whatever she'd slept in with complete disregard for modesty or propriety.

"She's doing it on purpose," Elise muttered on the fourth morning, watching Vivienne shuffle toward the kitchen.

The princess had apparently decided that clothing was optional before tea. She wore a blanket wrapped around her like a toga—poorly wrapped, at that. The fabric hung loose across her chest, one breast nearly spilling free with every step, the pale curve of her cleavage on full display. Worse, the blanket had ridden up in the back, exposing the lower curves of her ass, two pale half-moons visible beneath the bunched fabric.

"Probably," I agreed, trying not to stare and failing.

"Tea," Vivienne announced, yawning. "Tea or death."

"You're practically naked," Elise pointed out.

Vivienne looked down at herself, then shrugged—the movement causing the blanket to slip further, her nipple briefly visible before she adjusted. "Everything's covered. Mostly."

"Mostly isn't—" Elise stopped, sighing. "Your entire backside is showing."

Vivienne reached back, feeling the exposed skin of her ass, and laughed. "Oh. So it is." She made no move to fix it, just shuffled toward the kitchen with her cheeks still on display. "I'll adjust after tea. My brain doesn't work before tea."

I watched her go, unable to tear my eyes away from the sway of her bare ass, the way the blanket threatened to fall away entirely with each step.

"You're staring," Elise said.

"You're not?"

She paused. "Fair point."



By the end of the first week, we'd established something approaching a routine.

Mornings belonged to Elise and me—quiet hours of preparation, the comfortable rhythm we'd developed before Vivienne's arrival. The princess typically appeared sometime after noon, consumed alarming quantities of tea, and gradually became functional enough to help with afternoon tasks.

Elise practiced with her bow behind the stable most days — twenty minutes of focused shooting after we were done with preparation and before the tavern opened, her arrows thudding into a straw target with mechanical regularity. She'd been doing it since before I arrived, she told me. Keeping the skill sharp, keeping herself fed during the lean years. I watched her from the kitchen window one morning and counted twelve shots. Eleven hit the center mark. The twelfth was just outside it, and she scowled at it like it had personally offended her.

Vivienne’s serving skills improved marginally. She still mixed up orders and spilled things, but less often, and her natural charm continued to smooth over any disasters. The regular customers had taken to her quickly—she had a way of making people feel special, of remembering names and details.

"She's good with people," Elise observed one evening.

"She was raised for it."

"I suppose." Elise was quiet for a moment. "She's not what I thought a princess would be like."

"What did you think?"

"Cold. Entitled." She shook her head. "She's bratty, yes. But she's also... kind. When she forgets to put on the act."

I'd noticed the same thing. Beneath Vivienne's sharp tongue, there was someone who actually cared.



The incident happened on the eighth day.

I was in the cellar, checking inventory, when I heard raised voices from above. Not the cheerful noise of customers—something sharper, more aggressive.

I was up the stairs before I consciously decided to move.

The common room had gone quiet. At the center stood two men I didn't recognize—road-worn, armed, with the look of professional soldiers. One of them had his hand wrapped around Vivienne's wrist.

"Let go of me," she was saying, her voice steady despite the fear in her eyes. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"White hair, violet eyes, the right age." The man's grip tightened. "You match the description exactly. Now why don't you come with us quietly—"

"She said let go."

My voice cut through the room like a blade. The two men turned, assessing me.

"This doesn't concern you, innkeeper," the one holding Vivienne said. "We're looking for a runaway."

"Lots of girls have white hair."

"Not like this." His eyes narrowed. "The reward is substantial."

"There's no reward worth the trouble you'll find if you don't release her. Now."

Something in my voice made him hesitate. Twenty-five years of killing things had left marks that went deeper than scars. Men like these could sense danger, even if they couldn't name it.

"Who are you?" the second man asked, his hand drifting toward his sword.

"The owner of this establishment. And I'm telling you—politely, for now—to let go of my serving girl and leave."

The man holding Vivienne looked at his companion. Some wordless communication passed between them. Then, slowly, he released her wrist.

"This isn't over," he said. "We'll be back."

"You do that. But consider this: the last people who threatened someone under my protection didn't live to regret it."

The men left.



"They found me," Vivienne whispered after the customers had cleared out. Her hands were trembling. "Already."

"They found a white-haired girl who might be you. That's not the same thing." I moved closer. "Did they see your ring? Any identifying marks?"

"No. I hid it."

"Then they have nothing but a description." I studied her face. "They'll come back. But when they do, I'll handle it."

"Why?" The word burst out of her. "Why do you care? I'm nothing to you—a stranger who collapsed in your tavern."

"You're under my roof. That's enough."

She stared at me, something shifting in her expression. "You mean that."

"I do."

"Most people would hand me over the moment they realized the trouble I'd bring."

"I'm not most people."



That night, after Vivienne had gone to bed, Elise drew me aside.

"You told her you'd protect her," she said quietly.

"I will."

"Even if it means fighting the empire?"

"If it comes to that."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she stepped closer, her body warm against mine. "You're a good man, Garrett Ironwood."

"I try."

"You do more than try." She rose on her toes, pressing her lips to mine. The kiss started soft but deepened quickly, her tongue sliding against mine, her hands fisting in my shirt.

"Elise," I breathed when we broke apart.

"Take me to bed." Her blue eyes were dark with want. "I need to feel something good tonight."

I didn't argue.



My room was dark, lit only by moonlight through the window.

Elise pulled at my clothes with urgent hands, stripping away my shirt, running her fingers over the scars that mapped my torso. Her touch was reverent, tracing each mark, each ridge of damaged flesh.

"So many," she murmured. "You've been through so much."

"It's in the past."

"But it made you who you are." She kissed my chest, her lips soft against a scar that ran from my collarbone to my ribs. "Strong. Protective. Good."

I caught her chin, tilting her face up. "Your turn."

I unlaced her dress slowly, savoring each inch of skin revealed. The fabric parted down her back, and I pushed it off her shoulders, letting it pool at her feet. She stood before me in just her smallclothes—thin cotton that hid nothing.

"Gods," I breathed. "You're beautiful."

And she was. Her body was slender but soft in all the right places, her waist nipping in before flaring out to generous hips. Her breasts were fuller than her frame suggested, round and heavy, straining against the thin fabric of her shift. I could see her nipples through the cotton—dark pink, already stiff with arousal, begging to be touched.

"Take it off," she whispered. "I want you to see me."

I lifted the shift over her head, revealing her completely.

Her breasts spilled free, jiggling slightly with the movement—full, soft mounds of pale flesh tipped with dusky pink nipples. They were perfectly shaped, sitting high and proud on her chest, the kind of tits that made men stupid. Her waist was tiny, her stomach flat, her hips wide and womanly. A thin strip of blue hair decorated the mound between her thighs, matching the color on her head.

"You're staring," she said, but she was smiling.

"You're worth staring at." I reached out, cupping her breasts, feeling their weight in my palms. They were soft as silk, warm, her nipples pressing into my hands like pebbles. "Perfect. Absolutely perfect."

She gasped as I squeezed gently, kneading her flesh, thumbs brushing over her sensitive peaks. "Garrett—"

I bent and took one nipple in my mouth, sucking gently. She moaned, her hands flying to my head, fingers tangling in my hair. I licked and sucked, worshipping her breast, while my other hand continued to squeeze and massage its twin.

"Yes," she panted. "Just like that. Don't stop."

I switched to her other breast, giving it the same attention—licking circles around her nipple before sucking it into my mouth, tugging gently with my teeth. Her moans grew louder, more desperate, her hips rocking against nothing.

"I need—" She pushed at my shoulders. "I need to touch you. Please."

I released her breast with a wet pop and stepped back. She immediately dropped to her knees, her hands going to my trousers.

"Let me," she said, looking up at me with those blue eyes. "Let me make you feel good."

She freed my cock—hard, aching, already leaking at the tip—and made a sound of appreciation. Her small hand wrapped around the shaft, stroking slowly, spreading the wetness down my length.

"You're so big," she murmured, almost to herself. "So thick. I've been dreaming about this cock for weeks."

"Have you?"

"Every night." She stroked faster, her grip firm and sure. "I touch myself thinking about it. Thinking about how it would feel inside me, stretching me open, filling me up."

"Fuck, Elise—"

"But that's for later." She smiled wickedly. "Tonight, I just want to taste you."

She pressed her breasts together, creating a valley of soft flesh, and guided my cock between them.

The sensation was incredible—warm, soft, slick with sweat. She pressed her tits tighter around me, enveloping my shaft completely, and began to move.

"Oh gods," I groaned, watching my cock disappear between her breasts and emerge again, the head glistening with pre-cum. "That feels amazing."

"I know." She moved faster, fucking me with her tits, her eyes never leaving mine. "I love the way your cock feels between my breasts. So hard and hot. I can feel you throbbing."

She bent her head, extending her tongue to lick the tip each time it emerged from her cleavage. The combination—the softness of her breasts, the wet heat of her tongue—was driving me insane.

"I'm not going to last," I warned.

"Don't hold back." She squeezed her tits tighter, stroking faster. "Come for me. I want to taste you."

She released her breasts and took me into her mouth instead, swallowing half my length in one smooth motion. Her lips stretched around my shaft, her tongue working the underside, and she began to bob her head.

"Elise—fuck—"

She took me deeper, her throat opening to accept me, until her nose was pressed against my stomach. She held there for a moment, swallowing around me, before pulling back to breathe.

"Come in my mouth," she gasped, stroking me with her hand while she caught her breath. "I want to swallow every drop."

She took me deep again, and I couldn't hold back any longer. My orgasm hit like a thunderbolt, pleasure erupting through my body as I spilled down her throat. She swallowed convulsively, milking me with her mouth, not letting a single drop escape.

When I finally finished, she pulled back with a satisfied smile, licking her lips.

"Delicious." She wiped a stray drop from her chin and sucked it off her finger. "Better than I imagined."

"You're incredible," I managed, still reeling.

"I know." She stood, pressing her naked body against mine. "But we're not done yet."

"We're not?"

"You got yours." She kissed me, and I could taste myself on her tongue. "Now I need to get mine."

She pushed me onto the bed and straddled my thigh, grinding her wet pussy against my leg. Her arousal smeared across my skin—she was soaked, absolutely dripping.

"I'm so worked up," she moaned, rocking her hips. "Making you come made me so wet. I need—"

"Let me help."

She nodded, breathless, and I pulled her down beside me. I slid my hand between her thighs while she spread her legs, giving me access. Her pussy was slick and hot, her lips swollen, her clit a hard little nub begging for attention.

"Yes," she breathed as my fingers found her. "Touch me. Please."

I rubbed her clit in slow circles while she squirmed against my hand. She was so wet my fingers glided effortlessly, spreading her arousal everywhere. Her hips rocked, grinding against my palm, seeking more friction.

"Inside," she gasped. "I need you inside."

I slid two fingers into her, and she clenched around me immediately—tight, wet heat gripping me as I began to pump. Her hand joined mine, rubbing her clit while I fingered her, our movements finding a rhythm together.

"I've wanted this for so long," she panted. "Wanted you to touch me. Wanted to feel your fingers inside me while I—oh gods—"

I added a third finger, stretching her, and she whimpered. I could feel her walls fluttering, her body tensing. She was close—I could see it in the flush spreading down her chest, the way her thighs trembled, the increasingly desperate movements of her hips.

"I'm going to—" Her breath caught. "Garrett, I'm—"

Her free hand flew to her mouth, muffling the sounds as her orgasm hit. Her whole body went rigid, then began to twitch and jerk, her pussy clenching rhythmically around my fingers. She bit down on her palm, whimpering behind her hand, her eyes squeezed shut as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through her.

I kept my fingers moving, drawing out her release, feeling her spasm and flutter around me. Her legs shook, her stomach muscles clenched, her toes curled. She twitched and trembled for what felt like a full minute before finally going limp, her hand falling away from her mouth.

"Oh gods," she whispered, still twitching with aftershocks.

I slowly withdrew my fingers, glistening with her arousal, and she shuddered at the sensation.

When her breathing finally steadied, she curled against my side, her body still trembling slightly.

"That was worth the wait," she breathed.

"That was the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."

"Flatterer." But she was smiling, satisfied. "Next time, I want you inside me when I come."

"Next time?"

"Soon." She curled against my side, her head on my chest. "When things are calmer. When we're not waiting for disaster."

"I'll hold you to that."

"Please do." She kissed my chest, her breath warm against my skin. "For now, just hold me."

I held her through the night, her naked body pressed against mine, and wondered how I'd gotten so lucky.



The next morning, Vivienne walked into my room without knocking.

She was wearing one of Elise's nightshifts—too small for her, straining across her breasts, the hem barely reaching the tops of her thighs. The neckline had slipped off one shoulder, exposing the curve of her breast nearly to the nipple.

I was shirtless, reaching for a tunic, and turned at the sound of the door.

We both froze.

Her eyes dropped to my chest, my arms, the scars that covered my torso. But there was something else in her gaze—something hot and hungry that she didn't quite manage to hide before she caught herself.

"I—" She swallowed, tearing her eyes away. "I didn't realize you were—"

"It's fine." I pulled on my tunic, covering the damage. "What did you need?"

"Training." She was trying not to stare, but her eyes kept drifting back to me. "You said you'd teach me to defend myself."

"I did." I studied her—the barely-there nightshift, the exposed skin, the way her nipples had hardened visibly against the thin fabric. "You might want to change first."

"Oh." She looked down at herself, apparently noticing for the first time how little she was wearing. "Right. Yes. I'll just—" She gestured vaguely and fled.

But I'd seen the way she'd looked at me.

And she'd seen me see it.



We trained in the yard behind the stable.

Vivienne had changed into one of Elise's work dresses—still slightly too tight, but at least it covered the essentials. I showed her basic stances, simple blocks, the fundamentals of not dying when someone attacked you.

She was terrible at it. But she was trying.

"Stop closing your eyes," I said for the third time. "If you can't see the attack, you can't stop it."

"I'm trying."

"Try harder."

She glared at me. "I've been a princess my whole life. We're not exactly trained for combat."

"Then it's time to learn." I moved behind her, adjusting her stance with my hands on her hips. "Feet wider. Center of gravity lower."

She adjusted, pressing back against me slightly—deliberately, I suspected. "Like this?"

"Better." I stepped back, ignoring the heat where our bodies had touched. "Now, when I swing, you block here and counter here."

We drilled for an hour. She improved marginally, but more importantly, she stopped flinching.

"Let's try something different," I said. "I'm going to come at you, and you're going to try to escape. Understand?"

"Escape how?"

"However you can."

I moved—slowly, giving her time to react—and took her to the ground, pinning her beneath me. She struggled, but I had fifty pounds and decades of experience on her.

"You're supposed to escape," I reminded her.

"I'm supposed to—" She twisted, trying to slip free, and the movement caused her dress to ride up, exposing the pale skin of her thighs. The neckline had also shifted, her breasts threatening to spill free entirely.

She stopped struggling, breathing hard, and looked up at me with those violet eyes.

"Well," she said, her voice slightly husky. "This is a compromising position."

"Focus on escaping."

"What if I don't want to escape?" She shifted beneath me, and I felt her thighs part slightly, cradling my hips. "What if I like being pinned down by a strong man?"

"Vivienne—"

"I'm joking." But she wasn't, not entirely. I could see it in her eyes—the heat, the want. "Mostly."

I released her and stood, offering my hand. She took it, letting me pull her up, and her dress fell back into place.

"Again," I said. "And this time, actually try to escape."

We went again. And again. Each time, I pinned her. Each time, her dress shifted and slipped, revealing glimpses of pale skin—the curve of her breast, the swell of her ass, the lace edge of her smallclothes. Each time, she looked up at me with that same mixture of defiance and desire.

By the end, we were both breathing hard, and not entirely from exertion.

"I think that's enough for today," I said.

"Probably wise." She brushed dirt from her dress, which did nothing to fix how disheveled she was. "Thank you. For teaching me."

"You have a long way to go."

"I know. But it's a start." She hesitated. "Garrett?"

"Yes?"

"What you did yesterday. With those men." She met my eyes. "No one's ever stood up for me like that before."

"Someone should have."

"Maybe. But they didn't. You did." She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell the sweat on her skin, see the rise and fall of her chest. "I want you to know—if there's ever anything I can do to repay you—"

"You don't owe me anything."

"That's not what I mean." She reached out, her fingers brushing my arm. "I know you have Elise. I know I'm just... a guest here. A burden. But if you ever wanted—" She swallowed. "I'd give you my body, Garrett. Willingly. You wouldn't even have to want me back. I'd let you use me however you liked."

"Vivienne—"

"I know you'll say no. You're too good a man to take advantage." Her smile was sad. "But the offer stands. If you ever change your mind."

She walked away before I could respond, leaving me standing in the training yard, my mind spinning.



That evening, Captain Thorne walked through the door.

She was alone, out of uniform, her eyes scanning the room before settling on me.

"Ironwood. We need to talk."

"Captain." I gestured to a stool. "What can I get you?"

"Information." She sat, her gaze flickering to Vivienne. "That girl. The white-haired one. Where did she come from?"

"She wandered in about a week ago. Why?"

"Because the two men you threw out of here came straight to my garrison. They're asking about a runaway noblewoman, flashing coin, trying to get my soldiers to help." Her voice was low.

"What kind of questionable?"

"The kind that suggests they're working for someone who wants this kept quiet." She leaned closer. "What have you gotten yourself into, Ironwood?"

I considered lying. Considered deflecting.

Instead, I told her the truth.

"That girl is exactly who they think she is. And she came here because she's running from an arranged marriage to someone who's already buried four wives."

Thorne's expression didn't change. "I see."

"I'm not going to hand her over."

"I didn't ask you to." She met my eyes. "But those men are going to come back with reinforcements. When they do, things are going to get ugly. And I need to know what I'm dealing with."

"What do you mean?"

"I've been investigating you since you arrived. There's no record of a Garrett Ironwood anywhere in the empire. You appeared out of thin air with enough gold to buy this tavern outright." Her smile was thin. "Who are you, really?"

I held her gaze for a long moment.

"Have you ever heard of the Sword Saint?"

Thorne's face went pale. "That's not funny."

"I'm not joking."

"The Sword Saint is a legend. One of the five heroes who killed the Demon King." She stared at me. "He disappeared after the war. No one knows what happened to him."

"He got tired. He wanted peace. He bought a tavern in a small village and tried to learn how to be ordinary."

"You're saying—"

"I'm saying that if those men come back, they're going to find out why I earned that name."

Captain Thorne was silent for a very long time.

"Well," she said finally. "That changes things."

"Does it?"

"If—when—they come back, send word to the garrison. I'll do what I can to keep things contained."

"You'd help?"

"That girl isn't the first woman to run from a bad marriage." Something hard entered Thorne's eyes. "And I've never liked men who think they can buy people like property."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet." She stood. "One question, Ironwood. The stories say the Sword Saint could cut through anything. Stone, steel, magic. Is that true?"

I thought about the sword hidden in my room.

"Yes. It's true."

"Good." She smiled grimly. "Then maybe we have a chance."

She left, and I stood in the common room, wondering if I'd made the right choice.

The past had found me.

Now I just had to survive it.


Chapter 10: Revelations

After Captain Thorne left, I stood alone in the common room, staring at the door she'd walked through.

The Sword Saint. I hadn't heard that name spoken aloud in years. It belonged to another life, another man—someone I'd tried very hard to leave behind.

"Garrett?"

Elise's voice came from behind me. She'd emerged from the kitchen at some point, and now stood watching me with those perceptive blue eyes.

"How much did you hear?"

"Enough." She crossed to me, her hand finding mine. "The Sword Saint. One of the five heroes."

"Does that change things?"

"It explains things." She squeezed my hand. "The scars. The strength. The way you handled those men without breaking a sweat." A small smile. "I always knew you were more than you let on. I just didn't realize how much more."

"Are you angry I didn't tell you?"

"No. Everyone has secrets." Her smile faded slightly. "I have my own."

"Someday you'll tell me."

"Someday," she agreed. "But not tonight. Tonight, I just want to hold you."

We went upstairs together. The warmth of the night before still lingered between us—the memory of her body against mine, her hands on me, the way she'd twitched and whimpered as she came on my fingers. We didn't repeat it, not fully. But we held each other in the dark, and that was enough.



The next morning, Vivienne knew.

I could tell the moment she came downstairs—later than usual, well past noon, wearing a nightshift that had apparently shrunk in the wash. The fabric clung to every curve, her nipples clearly visible through the thin cotton, the hem barely covering the swell of her ass.

But it wasn't her state of undress that caught my attention. It was her expression.

"The Sword Saint," she said without preamble, settling onto a barstool. The nightshift rode up as she sat, exposing her thighs nearly to her hips. "That's who you are."

"You heard."

"I was on the stairs. I heard everything Captain Thorne said." Her violet eyes studied me with new intensity. "You killed the Demon King."

"I helped kill him."

"You're one of the most powerful beings alive."

"I was. I'm retired now."

"People don't retire from being legends." She leaned forward, and the neckline of her nightshift gaped open, giving me a clear view of her breasts hanging heavy and pale inside the fabric. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"It wasn't relevant."

"Wasn't relevant?" She laughed, incredulous. "I've been worried about a few bounty hunters when I have one of the Five Heroes protecting me?"

"I didn't want you to know. Didn't want anyone to know." I met her gaze. "That life is behind me."

"Is it?" She tilted her head. "Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like it's very much still with you."

She wasn't wrong. I could feel the old instincts stirring—the battle-readiness I'd spent years trying to suppress. Men were coming for someone under my protection. My body knew what that meant, even if my mind wanted to deny it.

"Maybe," I admitted. "But that doesn't change who I want to be."

"And who's that?"

"Just a man. Running a tavern. Living a quiet life."

Vivienne was silent for a moment. Then she stood, crossing to me with slow, deliberate steps. Her nightshift shifted with each movement, offering glimpses of skin—the curve of her breast, the swell of her hip.

She stopped inches away, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her body, smell the sleep-musk on her skin.

"You're not 'just a man,'" she said softly. "You're extraordinary. And you're protecting me when you could have turned me away the moment I collapsed through your door." She reached up, touching my face—the same gesture she'd made the day before, but more intimate now. "I meant what I said yesterday. My offer stands."

"Vivienne—"

"I know you won't take me up on it. Not yet, maybe not ever." Her thumb brushed my cheekbone. "But I want you to know that I'm not offering because I'm desperate or scared. I'm offering because I want to. Because you're the first man in my life who's treated me like a person instead of a prize."

"That doesn't mean you owe me anything."

"I know." She smiled, sad and knowing. "That's exactly why I'm offering."

She dropped her hand and stepped back, the moment breaking. But something had shifted between us—an acknowledgment of possibilities, even if neither of us was ready to act on them.

"Tea," she announced, her usual mask sliding back into place. "I need tea before I can function."

"There's a pot in the kitchen."

"Perfect." She headed off, her ass swaying beneath the too-short nightshift, clearly visible with each step.

I watched her go and tried to remember why I was supposed to resist.



The days that followed were tense but quiet.

We went about our routines—cooking, cleaning, serving customers—but always with one eye on the door. The bounty hunters didn't return. Neither did Captain Thorne. But we all felt it: the calm before the storm.

Training continued every afternoon. Vivienne was improving—slowly, painfully, but improving. She still couldn't land a hit on me, but she'd stopped flinching when I came at her. She'd learned to fall without hurting herself. Small victories.

She'd also learned that training was an excellent excuse to get close to me.

"Pin me again," she said on the fourth day, after I'd demonstrated an escape technique.

"You should practice the escape, not the pin."

"I learn better by experience." She lay back on the ground, spreading her arms, looking up at me with those violet eyes. "Show me what I'm escaping from."

I knew what she was doing. So did she. But the training was legitimate—she needed to know how to get out of a bad position—so I obliged.

I took her down and pinned her, my weight pressing her into the dirt. She struggled, testing my hold, and her dress rode up in the process—exposing her thighs, her smallclothes, the curve of her ass against the ground.

"Now escape," I said.

"I'm trying." She twisted beneath me, her body moving in ways that were definitely not escape techniques. Her hips rolled, pressing up against mine. Her back arched, pushing her breasts against my chest. "It's hard when you're so... heavy."

"Focus."

"I am focusing." Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me tighter against her. "Is this the escape?"

"That's the opposite of escaping."

"Mm. So it is." But she didn't let go. Her violet eyes held mine, dark with something that wasn't fear. "What if I don't want to escape?"

"Then you lose."

"Maybe losing isn't so bad." She rolled her hips again, deliberately, and I felt myself responding despite my best intentions. "Maybe I like being under you."

"Vivienne."

"Garrett." She smiled, sharp and knowing. "I can feel how much you're enjoying this."

I released her and stood abruptly, stepping back. She stayed on the ground, looking up at me, her dress still hiked up around her waist.

"That's enough for today."

"Is it?" She made no move to cover herself. Her smallclothes were thin, nearly transparent with sweat, showing the shadow of her sex beneath. "I thought we were just getting started."

"You're impossible."

"I'm determined. There's a difference." She finally stood, adjusting her dress with exaggerated slowness. "Same time tomorrow?"

"If you actually want to learn."

"Oh, I want to learn." Her smile turned wicked. "All sorts of things."

She walked away, and I stood in the training yard, breathing hard, painfully aware of the erection straining against my trousers.

This was getting out of hand.



That night, Elise found me on the back porch.

I was staring at the stars, trying to quiet my mind, when she settled beside me with two mugs of ale.

"You look like you're brooding," she said.

"I don't brood."

"You absolutely brood. You have a very impressive brooding face." She handed me a mug. "Want to talk about it?"

"Not particularly."

"Is it about Vivienne?"

I took a long drink instead of answering.

"I'll take that as a yes." Elise sipped her own ale. "She's been... aggressive lately."

"That's one word for it."

"Does it bother you?"

"It bothers me that I'm tempted." I set down my mug. "I have you, Elise. What we have is good—better than good. I shouldn't want anyone else."

"Says who?"

I turned to look at her. She was watching me steadily, no judgment in her expression.

"I've been thinking," she said slowly. "About her. About us. About what this is becoming." She paused. "I don't hate it."

"Don't hate what?"

"The way you look at her. The way she looks at you." Elise met my eyes. "I should be jealous. I keep waiting to feel jealous. But I just... don't."

"Why not?"

"I'm not sure. Maybe because she's not trying to take you from me—she's not that kind of person. Maybe because I..." She trailed off, something complicated crossing her face.

"Because you what?"

"Because I look at her too." The admission came out quiet, almost reluctant. "I notice her. The way she moves, the way she laughs. The way she's so determined to be more than what she was raised to be." Elise took a breath. "I think I might be attracted to her. And I think that's why I'm not jealous of you feeling the same way."

I stared at her, processing.

"This is a lot," I finally said.

"I know. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have—"

"No." I caught her hand. "Don't apologize. I'm glad you told me." I pulled her closer, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "I don't know what any of this means. I don't know where it's going. But we'll figure it out together. Okay?"

"Okay." She leaned into me, her head on my shoulder. "For now, let's just... be. Whatever happens, happens."

"That's very philosophical."

"I'm a very philosophical person." She tilted her head up and kissed me—soft, sweet. "Come to bed. Tomorrow's going to be complicated enough without you staying up all night brooding."

"I don't—"

"Brood. Yes, I know." She stood, pulling me with her. "Come brood in bed instead. At least there I can distract you."

I let her lead me inside, and for a while, I forgot about complications entirely.



Word came the next morning.

Captain Thorne's messenger arrived just after dawn—a young soldier, barely old enough to shave, with a sealed letter and a nervous expression.

"From the Captain," he said, handing me the envelope. "She said it was urgent."

I broke the seal and read:

Ironwood,

Duke Roderick Vane arrived in Thornhaven last night with twenty armed men. He's demanding the garrison's cooperation in locating a "runaway betrothed." I've stalled him, but I can't hold him off forever. You have maybe two days before he comes to Millbrook himself.

Prepare accordingly.

—Thorne

P.S. The stories say the Sword Saint once held off an army of a thousand demons single-handed. I hope they're true.

I read the letter twice, then burned it in the kitchen fire.

"Garrett?" Elise had appeared in the doorway, her face pale. "What is it?"

"Vivienne's betrothed. He's here." I met her eyes. "Duke Roderick Vane. Twenty men. Two days."

"What do we do?"

I thought about the sword I'd hidden under my bed. The one I hadn't touched in five years. The blade that had killed the Demon King.

"We prepare."



I found Vivienne in her room, staring out the window.

She turned when I entered, her face already drawn with worry. "I heard the messenger. What did the letter say?"

"Duke Vane is in Thornhaven. He'll be here in two days."

She closed her eyes. "I knew this would happen. I knew they'd find me eventually."

"They found you. They won't take you."

"You can't fight twenty men, Garrett. Even you—"

"Even me what?" I crossed to her, taking her shoulders. "Vivienne, look at me."

She opened her eyes, violet and frightened.

"I've fought worse than twenty men. I've fought things that would make Duke Vane soil his expensive armor." I held her gaze. "He wants to take you back to a marriage that would destroy you. I won't let that happen."

"Why?" The question came out broken, desperate. "Why do you care so much?"

"Because you're under my roof. Because you deserve better than being sold to a man who's already buried four wives." I squeezed her shoulders. "Because somewhere along the way, you stopped being a stranger and started being someone I'd die to protect."

Tears spilled down her cheeks. "Garrett—"

"I need you to trust me. Can you do that?"

She nodded, wordless.

"Good." I released her and stepped back. "Now get dressed. We have work to do."

"What kind of work?"

I smiled grimly. "The kind I used to be very good at."


Chapter 11: Preparation

The sword was where I'd left it—under my bed, wrapped in oilcloth, hidden from the world and from myself.

I knelt and pulled it out, unwrapping it slowly. The blade gleamed in the morning light, untarnished despite years of neglect. It was simple in design—no jewels, no ornate metalwork, just a straight double-edged blade with a leather-wrapped hilt. But the metal itself was something else entirely: folded a thousand times, quenched in dragon's blood, enchanted by the greatest smiths of the age.

Dawnbreaker, they'd called it. The blade that had killed the Demon King.

I wrapped my hand around the hilt, and it was like greeting an old friend. The weight, the balance, the way it seemed to hum with barely contained power—it all came flooding back. Muscle memory I'd tried to forget.

"That's it, isn't it?"

I turned. Elise stood in the doorway, her blue eyes fixed on the sword.

"Dawnbreaker. The legendary blade." She stepped closer, her voice hushed. "I've seen paintings. Tapestries. They don't do it justice."

"It's just a sword."

"It's the sword that saved the world." She reached out, then hesitated. "Can I?"

I offered it to her, hilt first. She took it carefully, reverently, testing its weight.

"It's lighter than I expected."

"It was made for speed, not power. Though it has plenty of both."

"And you're going to use it again." It wasn't a question.

"If I have to." I took the sword back, laying it on the bed. "I was hoping I'd never have to."

"I know." She touched my arm. "But some things are worth fighting for."

"Are they?"

"She is." Elise met my eyes steadily. "Vivienne is worth fighting for. And so is the life you've built here."

I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. "I don't deserve you."

"Probably not." But she was smiling against my chest. "Now come downstairs. We have planning to do."



The three of us gathered in the common room, the tavern closed for the day.

Vivienne sat at the bar, her white hair braided back, wearing one of the new dresses Hilda had made—properly fitted this time, though it still showed generous cleavage. Elise stood beside me, arms crossed, her expression focused.

"Twenty men," I said, laying out what we knew. "Professional soldiers, well-armed, led by Duke Vane himself. They'll arrive in a day, maybe two."

"Can you really fight twenty men?" Vivienne asked.

"I've fought worse."

"But you were younger then. Stronger."

"I'm still strong enough." I met her eyes. "The question isn't whether I can win. It's how to win without destroying the village in the process."

"What do you mean?"

"The kind of power I have... it's not subtle. If I cut loose completely, there won't be much left of Millbrook when I'm done." I shook my head. "I need to end this quickly, decisively, without collateral damage."

"How?"

"By taking out Vane first. Without their leader, the soldiers will scatter. Most of them are mercenaries—they won't die for a man who's already dead."

"So we just... kill him?" Vivienne's voice was strange. "The man I was supposed to marry?"

"Does that bother you?"

"No." She said it firmly, without hesitation. "He's a monster. He's killed four wives and countless servants. The world will be better without him." But something flickered in her eyes. "I just never thought I'd be the reason someone died."

"You're not the reason. He is." I crossed to her, taking her hands. "His choices brought him here. His cruelty, his greed, his refusal to accept that you're a person and not property. Whatever happens, that's on him. Not you."

She squeezed my hands, drawing strength from the contact. "Alright. What do you need from us?"

"Stay inside. Stay hidden. No matter what you hear, no matter what happens, don't come out until I tell you it's safe."

"And if something goes wrong?" Elise asked quietly. "If things don't go as planned?"

"Then you take Vivienne and run. Captain Thorne will help you—she's already agreed to provide sanctuary if needed." I looked between them. "Promise me. If I fall, you run."

"You won't fall," Vivienne said.

"Promise me anyway."

They exchanged glances. Then, reluctantly, they nodded.

"Good." I released Vivienne's hands. "Now, we have work to do."



We worked through the afternoon, fortifying what we could.

I boarded up the ground-floor windows, leaving only narrow gaps to see through. The cellar was stocked with food and water—enough for several days if they needed to hide. The back door was reinforced, an escape route marked that led through the stable and into the forest.

"This feels like preparing for a siege," Elise said, watching me hammer another board into place.

"That's because it is."

"I thought you were going to end it quickly."

"Plans don't always survive contact with the enemy." I drove in the last nail. "If something goes wrong, I want you to have options."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she stepped closer, pressing herself against my back, her arms wrapping around my waist.

"You're worried," she murmured.

"I'm cautious. There's a difference."

"You're worried," she repeated. "About us. About what happens if you don't come back."

I turned in her arms, pulling her close. "I will come back."

"You can't promise that."

"I can promise I'll do everything in my power to make it true." I kissed her forehead. "I have too much to live for now."



That night, Vivienne came to my room.

I was sitting on the bed, cleaning Dawnbreaker, when I heard the knock. When I opened the door, she stood in the hallway wearing nothing but one of Elise's thin cotton nightshifts—the fabric so sheer it was practically useless. Her full, round tits strained against the material, her nipples dark and visible, pressing against the cotton. The hem barely covered her pussy, and I could see the shadow of her white curls through the thin fabric.

"Can I come in?"

I should have said no. Should have sent her back to her room, maintained the boundaries I'd been desperately trying to preserve.

"Yes."

She slipped past me, her soft body brushing mine, and settled onto the bed beside the sword. The movement made her tits bounce enticingly, the nightshift riding up to expose her smooth, pale thighs.

"It's beautiful," she said, studying the blade with those violet eyes. "In a terrifying way."

"Most dangerous things are."

"Is that why you're attracted to me?" She looked up, her smile sharp. "Because I'm dangerous?"

"You're not dangerous."

"I'm extremely dangerous. I've upended your entire life in less than two weeks." She traced a finger along the flat of the blade, careful not to touch the edge. "You were supposed to be retired. Living a quiet life. Now you're preparing for war."

"That's not your fault."

"Isn't it?" She withdrew her hand, folding it in her lap. The position squeezed her tits together, deepening her cleavage. "If I hadn't come here—"

"Then Vane would still be the monster he is, just terrorizing someone else."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she shifted on the bed, turning to face me fully. The movement caused the nightshift to ride up, exposing her creamy thighs nearly to her hips, her plump pussy lips almost visible.

"Garrett, I need to tell you something. In case I don't get another chance." She took a breath. "I'm falling in love with you. Both of you, actually—you and Elise. I don't know when it happened, but somewhere between collapsing in your tavern and learning to throw a punch, I started feeling things I've never felt before."

I didn't know what to say.

"You don't have to respond," she continued quickly. "I know this is complicated. But if things go badly, I didn't want to die without telling you the truth."

"You're not going to die."

"You can't promise that."

"I can promise I'll do everything in my power to prevent it." I set aside Dawnbreaker and moved closer to her. "Vivienne, what you're feeling... I feel it too. Some version of it. You matter to me. More than I expected."

"Then why won't you—" She stopped, bit her lip. "The offer I made. It still stands. If tonight is our last night—"

"It won't be."

"But if it was. Would you take me? Finally?"

I looked at her—this beautiful, infuriating woman with her gorgeous tits and soft curves and that bratty mouth. The way she was looking at me, all heat and hope.

"Yes," I said. "I would."

Something shifted in her expression. The vulnerability vanished, replaced by that familiar sharp smile.

"Oh, would you?" She leaned back on her hands, her nightshift riding up further, the fabric pulling tight across her generous chest. "That's very generous of you, Master Tavern Keeper. Deigning to fuck the poor little princess."

"Vivienne—"

"No, no, I understand. You're doing me a favor." Her voice dripped with mock sweetness. "The great Sword Saint, lowering himself to bed a desperate runaway. How noble."

"That's not what I meant."

"Isn't it?" She stood, circling me slowly, her round ass swaying with exaggerated emphasis, her tits bouncing with each step. "You've been so restrained, so controlled. Always the gentleman. Never taking what's offered, even when it's spread out right in front of you."

"I was trying to be respectful."

"Respectful." She laughed, sharp and mocking. "Is that what you call it? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like cowardice."

Something hot flared in my chest. "Careful."

"Or what?" She stopped in front of me, close enough that her tits almost touched my chest, close enough that I could smell the arousal already dampening her cunt. "You'll punish me? Put me in my place?"

"Vivienne—"

"Maybe that's what I need." She reached out, trailing a finger down my chest. "Maybe I need someone strong enough to stop treating me like I'm made of glass."

I caught her wrist. Her eyes widened—not with fear, but with excitement.

"You want me to stop being gentle?"

"I want you to stop being boring." She tried to pull free; I didn't let her. "I want you to take what you want for once, instead of—"

I kissed her.

Not gently. Not carefully. I crushed my mouth against hers, swallowing her gasp, my free hand fisting in her white hair to hold her in place. She melted against me for a moment, then pulled back, breathless.

"Is that supposed to impress—"

I kissed her again, harder, and this time I didn't let her pull away. My tongue invaded her mouth, claiming her, while my hands found the neckline of her nightshift and pulled.

The fabric tore like paper.

She gasped as cool air hit her skin, her full tits spilling free, bouncing as they escaped the ruined garment. They were perfect—round and firm, topped with stiff pink nipples begging to be sucked. I grabbed them roughly, squeezing, kneading the soft flesh.

"These tits," I growled. "You've been teasing me with them for weeks."

"Maybe I—ah—wanted you to notice—"

I pinched her nipples hard and she yelped, her back arching. "Oh, I noticed."

I spun her around and bent her over the edge of the bed, one hand on the back of her neck, holding her down. Her round ass was on full display now, smooth and pale and begging to be slapped.

"Is this what you wanted?" I growled in her ear. "To be taken? Used?"

"Yes," she breathed. "Gods, yes—"

I yanked down her smallclothes, exposing her dripping cunt. She was soaked—her pussy lips swollen and pink, glistening with arousal, her juices already running down her thighs. A neat strip of white hair decorated her mound.

"You're fucking dripping," I said, running a finger along her slit. She shuddered, pressing back against my hand. "You've been waiting for this."

"Weeks," she whimpered. "I've been wet for weeks—"

I slid two fingers inside her without warning, and she cried out—a slutty, desperate moan that went straight to my cock. Her cunt was tight but soaking, her walls gripping my fingers as I pumped in and out.

With my other hand, I reached around and grabbed her tit, squeezing hard, rolling her nipple between my fingers. She keened at the dual stimulation.

"Such a needy little princess," I said, adding a third finger, stretching her open. "Walking around with your tits out, teasing me, begging to be fucked."

"I wasn't—ah—begging—"

"No?" I pinched her nipple hard while curling my fingers inside her, and she squealed. "Then what do you call this?"

"Please," she gasped. "Please, I need—"

"Need what? Say it."

"I need to cum!" She was pushing back onto my hand desperately, fucking herself on my fingers. "Please, let me cum—"

I rubbed her clit with my thumb, and she shattered. Her whole body convulsed, her cunt clenching around my fingers, a high wail escaping her throat. Her legs shook so hard I had to hold her up.

"One," I said, not stopping. "How many more can you take?"

"I don't—I can't—"

"You can." I kept pumping, kept rubbing, pushing her through the aftershocks and toward the next peak. "You're going to cum for me until you can't think anymore."

She came again within minutes—harder this time, screaming into the mattress, her pussy gushing around my hand. I pulled my fingers out and they were coated in her slick, dripping onto the floor.

"Please," she sobbed. "Please fuck me. I need your cock inside me—"

I freed my cock. It was painfully hard, the head swollen and purple, pre-cum leaking from the tip. I rubbed it along her sopping slit, coating myself in her juices.

"Is this what you want?" I slapped her clit with my cock and she jerked. "This cock inside your tight little cunt?"

"Yes! Please, yes—"

I slammed into her.

She screamed—not in pain, in pure overwhelming pleasure. My cock stretched her open, filled her completely, her walls gripping me so tight I saw stars.

"Fuck," I groaned. "You're so fucking tight—"

I didn't give her time to adjust. I pulled back and thrust again, hard, setting a brutal pace that had the bed slamming against the wall. Her tits swung beneath her with every impact, and I reached around to grab them, squeezing roughly, using them as handles to pull her back onto my cock.

"Yes!" she wailed. "Yes, fuck me, fuck me harder—"

I groped her tits aggressively as I pounded into her, kneading the soft flesh, pinching her nipples, pulling and twisting until she was sobbing with pleasure. Her cunt made obscene squelching sounds around my cock.

"You like that?" I growled, slamming into her while I mauled her chest. "Like having your tits manhandled while I fuck you?"

"Yes! Don't stop—love it when you—ah—grab them—"

She came again, her pussy clamping down on me, but I didn't slow—just kept fucking her through it, kept groping her bouncing tits, watching her fall apart.

I pulled out, ignoring her whine, and flipped her onto her back. Her face was flushed, her eyes glazed, her chest heaving with each desperate breath. Her tits were reddened from my rough handling, her nipples swollen and sensitive.

I thrust back into her, lifting her legs over my shoulders, bending her nearly in half. This angle let me go deeper, hitting her cervix with every stroke, and she howled.

"Garrett! Oh gods, right there—"

I grabbed her tits again, squeezing them together, fucking her ruthlessly while I played with her chest. She was babbling now, incoherent, nothing but moans and pleas.

"One more," I demanded, reaching down to rub her swollen clit while my other hand kept groping her breast. "Give me one more."

"I can't—it's too much—"

"You can. You will." I rubbed faster, fucked harder, pinched her nipple. "Let go, Vivienne. Squirt for me."

Her eyes went wide. "I've never—I don't know if I can—"

"You can. I can feel it building." I pressed down on her lower belly while I thrust. "Let it out. Soak me."

She shattered.

This orgasm was different—her whole body seized up, her back arching off the bed, and then she gushed. A spray of liquid erupted from her cunt, soaking my cock, my stomach, the sheets beneath us. She squirted again and again, her pussy spasming, clear fluid spraying everywhere while she wailed and thrashed.

"Fuck yes," I groaned, feeling my own release building. "That's so fucking hot—"

I felt the pressure mounting, knew I was about to lose it. I pulled out at the last second, grabbing my cock, and erupted.

The first rope hit her across the belly, thick and white against her pale skin. The second splattered across her heaving tits, coating her swollen nipples. I aimed higher and the third shot landed on her face—across her cheek, her open mouth, dripping down her chin.

I kept cumming, painting her body with it, covering her tits and stomach until she was drenched. She lay there, dazed, cum dripping down her face and pooling in her cleavage.

"Holy shit," she breathed, opening her eyes. Her tongue darted out, licking cum from her lips. "You completely wrecked me."

I collapsed beside her, both of us breathing hard.

"I can't feel my legs," she mumbled.

"Good. That means I did it right."

She laughed weakly, too exhausted to manage anything more.



I don't know how long we lay there before the door opened.

Elise slipped in, wearing her own nightshift, her expression knowing. She took in the scene—Vivienne sprawled naked and cum-covered, me still catching my breath, the wet spot on the sheets, the ruined nightshift on the floor—and smiled.

"Sounds like you two had fun."

"I think you could hear us in Thornhaven," Vivienne mumbled without opening her eyes.

"Probably." Elise crossed to the bed, sitting on the edge beside Vivienne. She looked at the cum covering the princess's body—her face, her tits, her belly—and licked her lips. "Let me clean you up."

Instead of reaching for a cloth, Elise slid her hand through the pool of cum on Vivienne's stomach. She scooped up a thick glob on her fingers and brought it to her mouth, her pink tongue darting out to lick it clean.

Vivienne's eyes flew open. "Elise—"

"Shh." Elise gathered more cum from Vivienne's tits, swirling it around her stiff nipples before bringing her fingers back to her lips. She sucked them clean, humming with satisfaction. "He tastes good."

She worked slowly, methodically, scooping cum from Vivienne's body and licking it from her fingers. She cleaned her belly first, then moved to her breasts—taking extra time there, spreading the cum around before gathering it up, occasionally brushing Vivienne's sensitive nipples and making her gasp.

"So messy," Elise murmured, scooping cum from the valley between Vivienne's tits. "He really covered you."

"He pulled out," Vivienne breathed, watching Elise lick her fingers clean. "Right at the end. I thought he was going to—but he—"

"Good boy." Elise scraped cum from Vivienne's collarbone, sucking it off her thumb. "Shouldn't make a mess inside. Not yet, anyway."

She moved to Vivienne's face, gently wiping cum from her cheek, her chin, the corner of her mouth. Each fingerful went straight to Elise's lips, her tongue thoroughly cleaning every trace.

"There," she said when she was done. "All clean." She lifted her nightshift over her head, revealing her own body—smaller than Vivienne's, but beautiful, her tits full and round, her nipples pink and stiff. "Now come here."

She pulled Vivienne's head into her lap, guiding her mouth to her breast.

"You've had a big night," she murmured. "Let me take care of you."

Vivienne latched on, sucking gently, and her whole body seemed to relax. She curled against Elise, nursing at her breast, her eyes drifting closed. The tension drained out of her, replaced by something soft and peaceful.

I shifted closer, wrapping an arm around both of them.

"Sleep," Elise murmured to both of us. "You'll need your strength for what's coming."

Vivienne made a small sound of agreement, still suckling, her body already going limp with exhaustion.

Whatever came with the dawn, we'd face it together.


Chapter 12: The Sword Saint

I woke at dawn.

Vivienne was still curled against Elise, both of them sleeping peacefully, their bodies intertwined beneath the blankets. For a long moment I just watched them—the blue hair and the white, the soft rise and fall of their breathing, the way they'd found comfort in each other.

This was what I was fighting for.

I slipped out of bed without waking them and dressed quietly. My traveling clothes, the ones I'd worn when I first arrived in Millbrook—sturdy leather, reinforced at the joints, designed for movement. I hadn't worn them since that first day.

Dawnbreaker waited on the table where I'd left it. I picked it up, feeling the familiar weight, the hum of power that ran through the blade.

"You're leaving."

I turned. Elise was awake, watching me with sleepy blue eyes.

"I need to prepare. They could arrive anytime."

"I know." She sat up slowly, careful not to disturb Vivienne. "Just... come back to us."

"I will."

"Promise me."

I crossed to the bed and kissed her—soft, sweet, full of everything I couldn't say. "I promise."

She nodded, accepting this, and I left before I could change my mind.



The village was quiet in the early morning light.

I walked to the edge of town, where the northern road crested a small hill. From here I could see for miles—the rolling farmland, the dark line of the forest, the ribbon of road winding toward Thornhaven.

And on that road, dust.

They were coming.

I counted the figures as they approached. Twenty men on horseback, armed and armored, riding in formation. At their head, a man in expensive plate mail with a crimson cloak streaming behind him.

Duke Roderick Vane.

Captain Thorne had included a dossier with her letter — she was thorough like that. Fifty-three years old, third son of a minor noble house, elevated to his current position through a combination of wealth, ruthlessness, and strategic marriages. Four wives, all dead under suspicious circumstances. A reputation for cruelty that extended to servants, soldiers, and anyone else unfortunate enough to cross his path.

The kind of man who saw people as things to be used.

The kind of man I'd spent my life fighting.

I walked down the hill to meet them.



They stopped when they saw me.

I stood in the middle of the road, Dawnbreaker sheathed at my hip, arms crossed over my chest. Just a man in traveling clothes, blocking the path of twenty-two armed soldiers.

Duke Vane rode forward, his ice-chip eyes taking my measure.

"Master Ironwood." His voice carried easily in the morning quiet. "I gave you until sundown. It seems you've chosen to waste my time."

"I've chosen to end this."

"End this?" He laughed, cold and humorless. "You're one man against twenty soldiers. What exactly do you think you can do?"

"I think I can give you one chance to turn around and leave."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then none of you will leave at all."

Something flickered in Vane's expression—not quite fear, but the first stirring of uncertainty. He was used to intimidating people, used to getting his way through threats and power. He didn't know how to handle someone who wasn't afraid.

"You're either very brave or very stupid," he said.

"I've been accused of both." I uncrossed my arms, letting my hand rest on Dawnbreaker's hilt. "But I'm also very serious. The woman you're looking for is under my protection. You will not take her."

"She's my betrothed. She belongs to me."

"She belongs to herself. That's a concept you seem to struggle with."

Vane's face darkened. "I've been patient long enough. Men—take him."

The first soldier dismounted and drew his sword. He was big, professional, moving with the confidence of a veteran. He probably thought this would be easy.

He was wrong.

I drew Dawnbreaker.

The blade sang as it left the sheath—a high, clear note that seemed to hang in the air. The soldier's eyes went wide as he recognized what he was seeing. Not just a sword. A legend.

"That's—" he started.

I moved.

One moment I was standing still. The next, I was behind him, Dawnbreaker extended, blood dripping from the blade. He looked down at the red line across his chest, confused. Then he crumpled.

I hadn't killed him—just disabled. A deep cut across the chest, enough to put him down but not enough to end him. I didn't want to kill unless I had to.

"Who's next?"



Three more soldiers came at me together.

They were smarter than the first—coordinated, attacking from multiple angles, trying to overwhelm me with numbers. Against anyone else, it might have worked.

I wasn't anyone else.

Time seemed to slow as my old instincts took over. I could see their attacks before they launched them—the shift of weight, the tension in their shoulders, the angle of their blades. I read them like words on a page.

I ducked under the first swing, sidestepped the second, deflected the third with Dawnbreaker's edge. In the same motion I struck—three cuts, faster than the eye could follow. Three soldiers went down, clutching wounds that would scar but not kill.

"What are you?" one of them gasped.

"Retired."



The remaining soldiers hesitated.

They'd seen enough—four of their comrades down in seconds, defeated by a single man who hadn't even broken a sweat. They were mercenaries, not fanatics. They understood the calculation.

"Anyone else?" I asked.

No one moved.

"Cowards!" Duke Vane spurred his horse forward, drawing his own sword. "I'll deal with this myself."

He charged, blade raised, crimson cloak streaming behind him. He was a skilled rider, I'd give him that. And his form was good—noble training, expensive tutors.

But he'd never fought anyone like me.

I waited until the last moment, until his sword was descending toward my head, until victory was gleaming in his ice-chip eyes.

Then I stepped aside and cut his horse's legs out from under it.

The animal screamed as it went down. Vane flew from the saddle, hitting the ground hard, his sword clattering away. Before he could recover I was on him, Dawnbreaker's point at his throat.

"Yield."

"You—you can't—do you know who I am?"

"Duke Roderick Vane. Third son of House Vane. Four dead wives, countless dead servants." I pressed the blade harder, drawing a thin line of blood. "I know exactly who you are."

"I'll have you executed for this! I'll burn your tavern to the ground! I'll—"

"You'll do nothing." My voice was flat, cold—the voice of the Sword Saint, the voice I'd hoped never to use again. "Because if I ever see you near Millbrook again, if I ever hear that you've come looking for Vivienne, if you so much as speak her name—I will end you."

"You wouldn't dare—"

I moved Dawnbreaker from his throat to his hand, pinning it to the ground in a spray of blood.

He screamed.

Two of his guards started forward. I looked at them. Just looked — and whatever they saw in my eyes stopped them dead. The others hadn't moved at all. Mercenaries knew when a contract wasn't worth dying for.

"That's your sword hand," I said calmly as he writhed. "You'll never hold a blade again. Consider it a reminder of what happens when you try to take what isn't yours."

I pulled the blade free, cleaned it on his crimson cloak, and stood.

"Take your men and go," I told him. "Tell anyone who asks that the Sword Saint protects this village. Tell them what happens to those who threaten what's mine."

Vane stared at me, cradling his ruined hand, real fear finally breaking through his arrogance.

"The Sword Saint," he whispered. "You're supposed to be dead."

"Not dead. Just retired." I sheathed Dawnbreaker. "Now get out of my sight."



They fled.

I watched them go—the wounded soldiers helped onto horses, Vane supported by two men, the whole sorry group retreating the way they'd come. They wouldn't be back. I'd made sure of that.

"That was impressive."

I turned to find Captain Thorne standing at the edge of the road, arms crossed, watching the retreat with professional interest.

"You saw?"

"I brought a squad, just in case. Turns out we weren't needed." She approached, studying me with new eyes. "The stories don't do you justice."

"The stories exaggerate."

"Do they?" She gestured at the wounded soldiers being dragged away. "You defeated four trained mercenaries in seconds without killing any of them. You disabled Duke Vane so thoroughly he'll never fight again." A thin smile. "If anything, the stories understate."

"I don't enjoy killing."

"I noticed." She fell into step beside me as I walked back toward the village. "What now?"

"Now I go back to running a tavern."

"You think it'll be that simple?"

"No." I sighed. "But I can hope."

"Vane has allies. When word spreads about what happened here—"

"Then I'll deal with it. Whatever comes." I looked at her. "Thank you for being willing to help."

"I didn't do anything."

"You were ready to. That matters."

She nodded, accepting this. "If you ever need the garrison's assistance... call. The Sword Saint has earned that much."

"I'd rather just be Garrett Ironwood, tavern keeper."

"I know." Her smile was almost sympathetic. "But we don't always get to choose who we are."

She peeled off toward her waiting soldiers, and I continued alone toward The Weary Dragon.



Elise and Vivienne were waiting at the door.

They must have been watching from the window—they burst out the moment I came into view, running to meet me, crashing into me with enough force to nearly knock me off my feet.

"You're alive," Vivienne gasped against my chest.

"I told you I would be."

"You're not hurt?" Elise was running her hands over me, checking for injuries. "There's blood on your sword—"

"Not mine." I pulled them both close, holding them tight. "It's over. Vane is gone. He won't be back."

"What did you do to him?"

"Took his sword hand. And his pride." I looked down at Vivienne. "He'll never threaten you again. I made sure of it."

Her violet eyes welled with tears. "You didn't have to—"

"Yes, I did." I cupped her face, brushing away the tears with my thumb. "You're mine to protect. Both of you. I would have done far worse to keep you safe."

"The Sword Saint," she whispered. "I saw from the window. You moved so fast—"

"That life is behind me. This is who I am now." I looked between them—blue eyes and violet, blue hair and white. "A tavern keeper. With two extraordinary women who, for some reason, have chosen to stay with him."

"Damn right we have," Elise said fiercely. "Now come inside. I'm making breakfast, and you're going to eat every bite."

"Yes ma'am."



The common room felt different somehow.

Maybe it was the morning light streaming through the windows, golden and warm. Maybe it was the weight of fear finally lifting. Or maybe it was just that everything had changed, and we were only now starting to understand what that meant.

Vivienne sat at the bar, wrapped in a blanket, nursing a cup of tea. She looked exhausted—we all did—but there was something peaceful in her expression. Something I hadn't seen before.

"It's really over?" she asked.

"Vane won't be back. And once word spreads about what happened, others will think twice before coming here." I settled onto the stool beside her. "You're safe, Vivienne. As safe as I can make you."

"Because of you." She set down her tea and turned to face me. "You gave up your anonymity. Your quiet life. For me."

"For both of you. For this place." I shrugged. "It was worth it."

"Was it?"

"Ask me again in ten years."

She laughed—watery, but real. "I intend to."

Elise emerged from the kitchen with three plates of eggs and toast. She set them down, then settled onto the stool on my other side.

"So what happens now?" she asked.

"Now?" I picked up my fork. "Now we eat breakfast. Then we open the tavern. Then we figure out whatever comes next, together."

"Together," Vivienne echoed.

"Together," Elise agreed.

We ate in comfortable silence, the three of us, while the morning light grew stronger and the village woke around us.

It wasn't the quiet life I'd imagined when I bought this tavern.

It was better.



Word spread quickly.

By midday, the village knew what had happened on the northern road. By evening, people were coming to the tavern not just for ale, but to see the man who'd faced down Duke Vane and his soldiers.

I didn't enjoy the attention. But I understood it—they needed to see that the threat was gone, that they were safe. So I poured drinks and answered questions and tried to downplay the whole thing as much as possible.

"Twenty soldiers," Bram the miller said, shaking his head. "And you took them all?"

"Four soldiers. The others decided they had better things to do."

"Still. Four against one, and you didn't take a scratch." He leaned closer, lowering his voice. "Is it true what they're saying? About who you really are?"

"That depends on what they're saying."

"That you're one of the Five Heroes. The ones who killed the Demon King."

I considered lying. But the truth was out now—there was no putting it back.

"Yes."

Bram stared at me for a long moment. Then he nodded slowly, as if something had finally made sense.

"That explains a lot," he said. "The way you move. The way you look at things, like you're always calculating threats." He raised his mug. "Well, whoever you are, you're welcome in Millbrook. Anyone who fights like that for our village is one of us."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. Just keep making that stew of yours." He grinned. "Hero or not, that's what really matters."



That night, after the tavern closed, the three of us sat together in the common room.

The fire had burned low, casting warm shadows across the walls. Vivienne was curled in a chair, wrapped in a blanket. Elise sat beside me on the bench, her head on my shoulder.

"What are you thinking?" she asked.

"That I'm happy." The words surprised me even as I said them. "For the first time in... I don't know how long. I'm actually happy."

"Is that so strange?"

"For me? Yes." I looked at her, then at Vivienne. "I spent twenty-five years fighting. Killing. Watching people die. I didn't think I knew how to be anything else."

"But you do," Vivienne said softly.

"Apparently." I shook my head. "You two showed me that. This place showed me that. Maybe peace was possible all along—I just needed a reason to reach for it."

"We're glad we could help," Elise said dryly. "With the whole 'teaching you to be human' thing."

"Very generous of you."

"We're very generous people."

Vivienne laughed, and the sound was like music—light and free, without the edge of fear or desperation that had colored it before.

"So what now?" she asked. "The threat is gone. I'm not running anymore. What does that mean for... us?"

"What do you want it to mean?"

She was quiet for a moment, considering. "I want to stay here. With both of you. I want to learn how to be something other than a princess—how to cook and clean and serve drinks and all the things I never learned how to do."

"You can barely make tea," Elise pointed out.

"Then I'll learn. You'll teach me." Vivienne's smile was shy, hopeful. "If you'll have me."

Elise looked at me. I looked back at her. Something passed between us—an understanding, a decision.

"We'll have you," I said.

Vivienne's face lit up. "Really?"

"Really." I stood and crossed to her, pulling her up from the chair and into my arms. "Welcome to the family, Princess."

"Don't call me that." But she was smiling, tears streaming down her face. "I'm not a princess anymore. I'm just Vivienne."

"Just Vivienne," Elise agreed, joining us. "Part of whatever this is."

"And what is this?" Vivienne asked.

I looked at them—the two women I'd somehow ended up with, the two people who'd given me a reason to hope again.

"I have no idea," I admitted. "But I'm looking forward to finding out."


Chapter 13: New Normal

The days after Vane's defeat were strange.

Not bad—just different. The village looked at me differently now. People who'd nodded politely before now stopped to shake my hand, to thank me, to buy me drinks I hadn't asked for. I was no longer just the mysterious stranger who'd bought Harwick's old tavern. I was the Sword Saint. The hero. The legend made flesh.

I hated it.

"You're brooding again," Elise said, hip-checking me as she passed with a tray of empty mugs.

"I don't brood."

"You absolutely brood. You have a very specific brooding face." She set the tray on the bar and turned to study me. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. I just..." I sighed. "I came here to disappear. Now everyone knows who I am."

"Is that so bad?"

"It's complicated."

She moved closer, lowering her voice. "You're worried about what comes next. Who else might come looking for the Sword Saint."

"Vane had allies. Friends in high places. When word reaches the capital about what I did to him—"

"Then you'll deal with it. Like you dealt with him." She touched my arm. "You're not alone anymore, Garrett. Whatever comes, we face it together."

"All three of us?"

"All three of us."



The morning routine had become something I treasured.

I woke early—old habits—and came downstairs to find Elise already in the kitchen, preparing breakfast. The smell of bacon and fresh bread filled the tavern, warm and inviting. We worked in comfortable silence, her at the stove, me setting tables and checking inventory.

"Sleep well?" she asked.

"Well enough. You?"

"Vivienne had another nightmare. Came to your room again?"

"Around midnight. She's still there."

Elise smiled knowingly. "She's getting attached."

"Is that a problem?"

"Not for me." She flipped a rasher of bacon. "I think it's sweet, actually. She feels safe with you."

We'd settled into an arrangement that worked—mostly. Elise and I shared my room most nights, while Vivienne had her own. But when the nightmares came—memories of Vane, of the flight from the capital, of all the things she'd escaped—she'd slip into my bed seeking comfort. Sometimes Elise was there too. Sometimes it was just the two of us.

We didn't talk about what it meant. We didn't need to.

Vivienne appeared at the kitchen door, yawning hugely, her white hair a tangled mess. She was wearing one of my shirts and nothing else, the hem barely reaching her thighs.

"Coffee," she mumbled. "Or death."

"We don't have coffee. We have tea."

"Then tea or death." She shuffled to the table and collapsed into a chair. "Why is morning so early?"

"It's nearly noon," Elise pointed out.

"Exactly. Far too early."

I poured her tea and set it in front of her. She wrapped her hands around the cup like it was a holy relic, inhaling the steam.

"Better?"

"Marginally." She squinted at me. "Did I kick you last night? I had a dream about fighting."

"Only twice."

"Sorry."

"It's fine. I've survived worse than a princess's feet."

"Former princess," she corrected automatically. "Current disaster."



The afternoon brought a baking lesson.

Vivienne had decided—for reasons known only to her—that she was going to master bread. Despite having failed spectacularly at every previous attempt. Despite Elise's increasingly creative explanations of why yeast was not, in fact, "optional."

"It says to knead for ten minutes," Vivienne said, staring at the recipe like it had personally offended her. "That seems excessive."

"That's how you develop the gluten," Elise explained patiently. "It's what gives bread its structure."

"Bread should have innate structure. It shouldn't need to be beaten into submission."

"That's not how baking works."

"Then baking is wrong."

I watched from the doorway, arms crossed, enjoying the show. Vivienne had flour in her hair, on her cheek, somehow on her elbow. Her borrowed apron was more white than its original color.

"You're supposed to be helping," Elise said, catching me smiling.

"I'm supervising. It's an important job."

"Coward."

"Absolutely."

Vivienne attacked the dough with renewed determination, kneading with more enthusiasm than technique. The dough squelched and stretched under her hands, slowly starting to take shape.

"This is actually kind of satisfying," she admitted. "Once you stop fighting it."

"Most things are," Elise said. "If you let them be."

An hour later, the bread emerged from the oven. It was... bread-shaped. Mostly. The top had risen unevenly, creating a lopsided dome, and the crust was darker on one side than the other.

"I made bread," Vivienne announced, staring at her creation with wonder.

"You made bread," Elise confirmed.

"Actual bread. That I can eat."

"Well, let's not get ahead of ourselves—"

Vivienne tore off a piece and stuffed it in her mouth. Her eyes widened.

"It's good," she said through the mouthful. "It's actually good."

"Don't sound so surprised."

"I'm extremely surprised. I was expecting it to be terrible." She tore off another piece. "This is the greatest day of my life."

"You escaped an abusive marriage and found two people who love you," I pointed out. "And bread is the greatest day?"

"Don't diminish my bread, Garrett. This bread is important."



Captain Thorne arrived that afternoon.

She came alone, out of uniform, though she still moved with that military bearing that marked her as someone used to command. I met her at the door and led her to a quiet table in the corner.

"Drink?"

"Not while I'm working." She settled into her chair, her eyes scanning the room out of habit. "I came to give you a report. And a warning."

"That sounds ominous."

"It might be." She pulled a folded paper from her coat and spread it on the table—a map of the region, marked with red circles. "Over the past two weeks, monster activity in the surrounding area has increased significantly. Goblin raids here, here, and here. Orc sightings near the eastern trade road. Reports of something larger moving in the deep forest."

I studied the map, a familiar unease prickling at the back of my mind. "That's a lot of activity for a peaceful region."

"Too much. And it's not random—the attacks are spreading outward from a central point." She tapped the map. "Here. The deep forest north of Millbrook."

Near where I'd found the corrupted anchor stone.

"I purified that site weeks ago," I said slowly. "The corruption should be gone."

"Maybe it is. But something stirred up the local monster population, and they're not settling down." Thorne's eyes met mine. "My scouts have reported unusual movement patterns. Predators that should be territorial are migrating. Prey animals are fleeing south. It's like something is pushing them."

"Pushing them toward what?"

"That's what worries me. The pattern suggests they're not just fleeing—they're gathering. Concentrating." She traced a line on the map. "If it continues, we could be looking at a monster wave."

The words hit me like a physical blow.

Monster waves were rare—catastrophic events where hundreds or thousands of creatures moved as a single mass, driven by some unknown force, destroying everything in their path. I'd seen one during the Demon War. An entire city had been wiped off the map before we could respond.

"You're sure?"

"I'm not sure of anything. But the signs are there." Thorne folded the map. "I've sent word to the regional garrison, requested reinforcements. But if this escalates before they arrive..."

"Millbrook is directly in the path."

"Yes."

I stared at the table, my mind racing. A monster wave would require more than one man with a sword—even the Sword Saint couldn't hold back a tide of thousands. We'd need defenses, evacuation plans, coordination with the garrison.

"How long do we have?"

"Weeks, maybe. A month if we're lucky." Thorne stood. "I wanted you to know so you could prepare. Whatever's coming, having you here gives us a fighting chance."

"I retired from fighting."

"I know. But sometimes retirement doesn't stick." She offered a thin smile. "I'll keep you informed as the situation develops. In the meantime, watch the forest. If the animals start behaving strangely again, if you see anything unusual—"

"I'll let you know."

She nodded and headed for the door. I sat alone at the table for a long moment, staring at nothing, feeling the weight of a threat I'd hoped never to face again.



That night, I told Elise and Vivienne about the warning.

We were in the common room after closing, sitting around one of the tables with the remains of dinner between us. The fire crackled low in the hearth, casting warm shadows across the walls.

"A monster wave?" Vivienne's voice was small. "Like in the stories?"

"The stories don't do them justice." I pushed my plate aside. "During the Demon War, I saw a wave hit the city of Valdris. Twenty thousand people lived there. By the time we arrived, there were less than a hundred survivors."

"Gods." Elise's face had gone pale. "And you think one is coming here?"

"Thorne thinks it's possible. The signs are there—monster activity increasing, animals fleeing, migration patterns disrupted." I shook my head. "The corruption I purified might have been a symptom, not the cause. Something bigger could be stirring in the deep forest."

"What do we do?"

"Prepare. Fortify. Hope it doesn't come to that." I looked at them. "If it does come—if a wave hits Millbrook—I want you both to run. Get to Thornhaven, get behind the garrison walls. Don't wait for me."

"Absolutely not," Vivienne said immediately.

"Vivienne—"

"No." Her violet eyes were fierce. "I just got this. I just got you, both of you. I'm not running away again."

"A monster wave isn't something you can fight with determination. It's a force of nature. Thousands of creatures, all moving together—"

"Then we'll face it together. All three of us." She grabbed my hand. "You promised we'd face whatever comes. Did you mean it or not?"

I looked at Elise. She was watching me steadily, her expression unreadable.

"She's right," Elise said quietly. "If we run and you die, what's the point? We'd survive, but we'd lose everything that matters."

"You'd lose me. That's not 'everything.'"

"It is to us." Elise moved closer. "Garrett, I know you're used to protecting people by pushing them away. But that's not how this works anymore. We're in this together—the good parts and the bad parts."

I wanted to argue. Wanted to insist that their safety mattered more than my feelings.

But looking at their faces, I knew it was pointless.

"Fine," I said. "But if I tell you to run, you run. Promise me that much."

"Only if you promise to be running with us," Vivienne countered.

"Deal."

She smiled, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "Good. Now I need a distraction. I'm too wound up to sleep."

"What kind of distraction?"

Her smile turned wicked. "The fun kind."



We ended up in my room—all three of us, for the first time since that night before Vane's arrival.

Vivienne was insatiable. The fear of what was coming had translated into a desperate need for connection, for closeness, for proof that we were alive and together. She pushed me onto the bed and straddled me, her nightshift already discarded, her full tits bouncing as she positioned herself over my cock.

"I need this," she breathed, sinking down onto me. "I need you."

I groaned as her tight cunt engulfed me, wet and hot and perfect. She began to ride me immediately, rolling her hips, her hands braced on my chest for leverage.

"Fuck," I managed. "Vivienne—"

"Don't talk. Just feel."

Elise watched from beside us, her blue eyes dark with arousal. She'd stripped down to her smallclothes, one hand absently rubbing between her thighs as she watched Vivienne bounce on my cock.

"She's beautiful like this," Elise murmured. "Taking what she needs."

"Touch yourself," Vivienne gasped, not slowing her rhythm. "I want to watch."

Elise obliged, sliding her hand into her smallclothes, her breath hitching as she found her clit. She rubbed in slow circles, matching Vivienne's pace, her eyes never leaving us.

I grabbed Vivienne's hips and thrust up into her, meeting her movements, driving deeper. She cried out, her head falling back, her tits bouncing with every impact.

"Yes! Just like that—harder—"

I fucked up into her harder, gripping her hips tight enough to bruise. She was so wet I could hear it—obscene squelching sounds every time I bottomed out. Her cunt clenched around me, fluttering, and I knew she was close.

"Come for me," I growled. "Let me feel you."

She shattered, her pussy spasming around my cock, a high keen escaping her throat. I kept fucking her through it, watching her face contort with pleasure, feeling her walls milk me.

"Don't stop," she gasped. "I want more—I need—"

I pulled out and flipped her onto her back, spreading her thighs wide. Her cunt was glistening, swollen, leaking arousal onto the sheets. I drove back into her and she screamed.

"Elise," I said, my voice rough. "Come here."

Elise moved to the head of the bed, stripping off her smallclothes. Her pussy was wet, her blue curls damp with arousal. She positioned herself over Vivienne's face.

"Make her come," I told Vivienne. "Use your mouth."

Vivienne pulled Elise down eagerly, her tongue finding Elise's cunt. Elise moaned, grinding against Vivienne's face, her hands gripping the headboard for balance.

I watched Vivienne eat Elise's pussy while I fucked her, the sight almost too much to bear. Elise was gasping, rolling her hips, riding Vivienne's tongue. Vivienne was moaning into Elise's cunt, the vibrations making Elise shudder.

"Fuck, that's hot," I groaned, pounding into Vivienne harder. "Both of you—so fucking perfect—"

Elise came first, crying out as she ground down on Vivienne's face, her thighs shaking. Vivienne kept licking, kept sucking, drawing out Elise's orgasm until she collapsed sideways onto the bed.

"Your turn," I told Vivienne, reaching down to rub her clit while I thrust. "Come on my cock."

"I'm so close—don't stop—please—"

I fucked her ruthlessly, rubbing her clit in tight circles, watching her unravel. Her second orgasm hit even harder than the first—her back arching, her nails raking my arms, her cunt clenching so tight I almost lost control.

"Inside," she begged. "Come inside me—I want to feel it—"

"Are you sure?"

"Yes! Please, Garrett—fill me up—"

I buried myself to the hilt and let go. My cock pulsed as I emptied into her, wave after wave of pleasure crashing through me. She moaned as she felt it, her pussy milking every drop.

When I finally pulled out, my cum immediately started leaking from her well-fucked cunt.

"Gods," Vivienne breathed, staring at the ceiling. "I think I died."

"You're still breathing," Elise pointed out, having recovered enough to speak.

"Barely." She looked at both of us, her violet eyes soft. "Can we just... stay like this tonight? All of us together?"

I looked at Elise. She nodded.

"Tonight," I said, pulling them both close. "Tonight we can stay together."

We tangled ourselves into a pile of limbs and warmth, Vivienne in the middle, Elise and I on either side. It wasn't how we usually slept—we'd fall back into our normal arrangement soon enough—but for tonight, after the fear and the uncertainty, we needed the closeness.



The next few days were quiet.

Too quiet, maybe. The tavern ran smoothly, customers came and went, Vivienne's baking slowly improved from "hostile" to "merely aggressive." On the surface, everything was normal.

But I could feel the tension building. The calm before the storm.

I started making preparations. Subtle ones—reinforcing the cellar, stockpiling supplies, mapping escape routes. I visited the village blacksmith and commissioned weapons: simple spears, easy to use, enough to arm the villagers if it came to that. I spoke with Bram and the other community leaders about evacuation procedures.

"You think it's really coming?" Bram asked one evening. "This wave?"

"I don't know. But I'd rather prepare and be wrong than ignore it and be right."

"Fair enough." He scratched his beard. "My father told me stories about the last one. Hit the eastern provinces, fifty years back. Whole villages wiped out before the army could respond."

"I remember hearing about that."

"You'd have been a child."

"I was. But my village was in the path." I stared into my ale. "We evacuated in time. Most of us, anyway."

"I'm sorry."

"It was a long time ago." I shook off the memory. "The point is, these things can be survived if you're prepared. If people know what to do, where to go, how to stay safe."

"And if the wave is too big to survive?"

"Then we run. All of us. Millbrook isn't worth dying for."

"The Sword Saint, telling people to run." Bram smiled crookedly. "Not what I expected."

"Running isn't cowardice. It's strategy. You can't protect anyone if you're dead."

"Wise words."

"Hard-earned ones."



On the fourth day, Elise received another letter.

I didn't see her open it—just saw her face afterward. Pale, drawn, the same expression of controlled terror she'd worn weeks ago when the first one had arrived.

"Elise?"

She looked up, startled, and quickly tucked the letter into her apron. "It's nothing."

"That's not a 'nothing' face."

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You're scared." I moved closer, lowering my voice so Vivienne, busy in the kitchen, wouldn't hear. "What's in that letter?"

"I can't—" She stopped, took a breath. "Not yet. I need to think."

"Elise—"

"Please." Her blue eyes met mine, pleading. "Give me time. I'll explain everything, I promise. But I need to figure out what to do first."

I wanted to push. Wanted to demand answers, to fix whatever was wrong, to protect her the way I'd protected Vivienne from Vane.

But I remembered what she'd said about being kept ignorant. About being treated like a tool instead of a person.

"Okay," I said. "But when you're ready to talk, I'm here."

"I know." She touched my face briefly. "That's the only reason I'm still standing."

She went back to work, and I watched her go, my mind churning with questions.

Two threats now. The monster wave, and whatever shadow from Elise's past had finally caught up with her.

Neither was going to wait forever.



That night, I dreamed of fire.

Not the warm fire of the tavern hearth, but something older, darker—flames that consumed everything they touched, that turned forests to ash and cities to memory. In the dream, I stood on a hilltop and watched the world burn, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

I woke gasping, covered in sweat.

The bed was empty—Elise had gone to her own room after closing, our usual arrangement, and Vivienne hadn't had nightmares tonight. I was alone with my thoughts and the lingering images of destruction.

I got up and walked to the window, staring out at the moonlit village.

Something was coming. I could feel it in my bones—the same instinct that had kept me alive through twenty-five years of adventure.

Whatever it was, I would face it.

But for the first time in my life, I was afraid of what I might lose.


Chapter 14: Elise's Secret

Three days passed before Elise was ready to talk.

I didn't push. I watched her struggle—saw the fear in her eyes when she thought no one was looking, the way she flinched at every knock on the door—but I gave her space. She'd asked for time, and I would give her as much as she needed.

Vivienne noticed too.

"Something's wrong with her," she said one morning, watching Elise through the kitchen doorway. The blue-haired woman was kneading dough with far more force than necessary, her jaw tight. "She's been like this for days."

"I know."

"Do you know why?"

"She received a letter. From someone in her past."

"And she won't tell you what it said?"

"Not yet."

Vivienne was quiet for a moment. "Should I talk to her? Woman to woman?"

"You can try. But don't push. She'll tell us when she's ready."

"You're very patient."

"I've learned to be."



The tavern was busy that afternoon—market day brought travelers from the surrounding farms, all thirsty and hungry after their business in the square. Vivienne had graduated from "liability" to "mostly competent" as a server, and I found myself actually able to relax behind the bar for once.

"Two ales and a cider," Vivienne called, balancing a tray with only minor wobbling.

"Coming up."

I poured the drinks and watched her navigate the crowded room. She'd come so far from the terrified woman who'd collapsed through our door—now she moved with confidence, trading jokes with the regulars, deflecting the occasional flirtation with sharp wit.

"She's good at this," Elise said quietly, appearing at my elbow.

"She is."

"I didn't expect that. When she first arrived, I thought she'd be..." She trailed off.

"Useless?"

"Difficult." A small smile. "She proved me wrong."

"She has a habit of doing that."

We watched Vivienne charm a table of farmers into ordering a second round. When she glanced back at us and smiled, something warm spread through my chest.

"Garrett." Elise's voice had changed—softer, more serious. "Tonight. After we close. I need to tell you something."

"The letter?"

"Everything." She met my eyes, and I saw the fear there—but also determination. "You deserve to know. Both of you."

"Whenever you're ready."

She nodded and headed back to the kitchen.

I spent the rest of the afternoon trying not to worry.



We gathered in the common room after the last customer left.

The fire had burned low, casting long shadows across the walls. Vivienne and I sat on one side of a table; Elise sat across from us, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea she wasn't drinking.

"I don't know where to start," she said.

"The beginning usually works," Vivienne offered gently.

"The beginning." Elise laughed, but there was no humor in it. "The beginning was twenty-three years ago, when I was born to a servant in House Mercer. One of the great noble families of the capital."

I knew the name. House Mercer was old money—powerful, influential, with connections to the imperial court itself.

"My mother was a chambermaid," Elise continued. "She caught the eye of the young lord—Marcus Mercer, the heir. He was... charming. Handsome. He told her she was special." Her voice hardened. "She believed him."

"He got her pregnant," I said.

"Yes. And when his father found out, he was furious. Not at Marcus—at her. For 'seducing' his son. For 'scheming' to elevate herself." Elise's knuckles were white around her mug. "She was thrown out without references. Ended up in a poorhouse, where she gave birth to me. She died when I was three. I don't remember her face."

Vivienne reached across the table, covering Elise's hand with her own. Elise didn't pull away.

"I grew up in the poorhouse until I was eight. Then House Mercer came for me." She laughed bitterly. "Not out of kindness. Marcus's legitimate children had all died—fever took them one winter. Suddenly, I was his only heir. His only chance to continue the bloodline."

"They took you back?"

"They took me back. Dressed me in fine clothes, gave me tutors, taught me how to be a proper lady." Her expression twisted. "But I was never really one of them. The servants knew I was a bastard. The other nobles whispered about tainted blood. And Marcus..."

She stopped. Took a breath.

"Marcus had developed... interests. During the years I was gone. Interests in young women. Young girls." Her voice was flat, controlled—the voice of someone who'd learned to discuss trauma without feeling it. "I was twelve when he first came to my room."

"Elise." My voice came out rough.

"He didn't—" She swallowed. "He touched me. Told me I was pretty. Told me I should be grateful for everything he'd given me. I screamed, and one of the servants heard. She helped me get away that night, helped me hide."

"What happened to her?"

"I don't know. I never saw her again." Elise finally looked up, meeting my eyes. "I ran. Changed my name, cut my hair. A temple took me in for a few years — one of the rural sanctuaries, where they don't ask questions about the children who show up at their door. I learned to cook there, learned to work. When I was old enough to pass for an adult, I left and kept moving. Eventually I ended up here, in Millbrook."

"And the letters?"

"Marcus is dead. He died two years ago—drank himself to death, according to the rumors. But his younger brother, Victor, inherited the title. And Victor has been searching for me ever since."

"Why?"

"Because I'm still Marcus's only heir. By law, I have a claim to the Mercer fortune—the estates, the investments, everything. Victor can't fully inherit while I'm alive and unaccounted for." Her hands were shaking now.

I nodded. “Go on.”

"I've been getting warnings for years — a woman I knew in the capital, another servant who escaped House Mercer before I did, sends word when she hears things. The letter I got when you first arrived was from her. She'd heard Victor was expanding his search beyond the capital, hiring people to check the provinces." Elise's hands tightened on her mug. "The second letter — the one last week — was different. Someone had confirmed I was here. Victor's agents, not my friend. They'd found me."

"The letter you just received?"

"They've confirmed my identity. Victor is coming here himself." She looked at me, then at Vivienne. "He'll arrive within the week. And he won't leave without me."

Silence fell over the table.

"What does he want?" Vivienne asked quietly. "To force you to sign over your inheritance?"

"If I'm lucky. If I'm not..." Elise's voice dropped. "Victor is worse than Marcus. The things I've heard about what he does to women who displease him..." She shuddered. "I'd rather die than go back."

"You won't have to do either." I stood, moving around the table to kneel beside her. "Elise, look at me."

She did. Her blue eyes were swimming with tears she refused to let fall.

"Victor Mercer is not taking you anywhere. I don't care who he is, how much power he has, or how many men he brings. You are mine to protect." I cupped her face in my hands. "Do you understand?"

"Garrett, you don't know what you're dealing with. House Mercer has connections everywhere—the army, the courts, even the imperial family. If you fight them—"

"Then I fight them." I brushed away a tear that had escaped despite her best efforts. "I killed the Demon King, Elise. I've faced worse than a corrupt noble with too much money."

"This isn't like fighting monsters. This is politics. Influence. The kind of enemy you can't cut through with a sword."

"Then I'll find another way." I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. "You're not alone anymore. Whatever comes, we face it together."

She broke.

The tears came in a flood, weeks of fear and tension finally releasing. She sobbed against my chest while I held her, while Vivienne moved to wrap her arms around both of us.

"We've got you," Vivienne murmured. "Both of us. We're not going anywhere."



Later, after Elise had cried herself out and fallen asleep in my arms, Vivienne and I talked quietly in the hallway.

"She's been carrying that for years," Vivienne said. "All alone."

"She's not alone anymore."

"No. She's not." Vivienne leaned against the wall, her white hair catching the lamplight. "What are you going to do? About Victor?"

"I haven't decided yet."

"You can't just kill him. Not like Vane."

"Why not?"

"Because Vane was a minor noble with a bad reputation. Victor Mercer is one of the most powerful men in the empire. If you murder him, there will be consequences. Investigations. Armies."

She was right. I knew she was right. But the thought of letting anyone touch Elise, hurt Elise—

"There has to be another way," I said.

"Maybe there is." Vivienne chewed her lip thoughtfully. "The inheritance. She has a legal claim to the Mercer fortune, right?"

"According to her."

"Then maybe we don't have to fight Victor. Maybe we just have to outmaneuver him." She smiled, and there was something sharp in it—something that reminded me she'd been raised in politics. "I may not be a princess anymore, but I still know how the nobility works. Let me think about it."

"You'd help her?"

"Of course I'd help her. She's—" Vivienne paused, something complicated crossing her face. "She's part of this. Part of us. I'd do anything for her."

"Even go up against a noble house?"

"Especially that." Her smile turned wicked. "I've been wanting revenge on the nobility for years. This seems like a good start."



We didn't sleep that night.

Elise woke around midnight, disoriented and afraid, and we spent hours talking. She told us everything—details she'd left out before, memories she'd buried, the full scope of what Victor Mercer was capable of.

It was worse than I'd imagined.

Victor had a reputation in the capital's darker circles. Women who crossed him had a habit of disappearing. Servants who displeased him ended up in the river. He was untouchable because he was rich, because he was connected, because the people who might have stopped him were afraid.

"I should have run further," Elise said as dawn started to lighten the windows. "Should have left the empire entirely."

"Where would you have gone?"

"I don't know. Somewhere. Anywhere." She was sitting between us on my bed, wrapped in a blanket, her blue hair tangled from a sleepless night. "Instead I stayed, and now I've put both of you in danger."

"We were already in danger," Vivienne pointed out. "Monster wave, remember? This is just... additional danger."

"You're not helping."

"I'm trying to provide perspective."

Despite everything, Elise laughed—a weak, watery sound, but genuine. "You're both insane. You know that?"

"Probably." I pressed a kiss to her hair. "But we're your kind of insane."

"That's even worse."

"You love us anyway."

She was quiet for a moment. Then, softly: "Yes. I do."



The next few days were tense.

We went through the motions of running the tavern—serving customers, cooking meals, pretending everything was normal—but all of us were on edge. Every stranger who walked through the door might be one of Victor's agents. Every rider on the northern road might be the advance guard of something worse.

I used the time to prepare.

I sent word to Captain Thorne, warning her about the potential arrival of a noble with men-at-arms. I spoke with Bram and the other village leaders, making sure they knew to send word immediately if they saw anything unusual. I reinforced the tavern's defenses, checked escape routes, made sure we had supplies ready to run if it came to that.

"You're expecting a siege," Vivienne observed, watching me inventory the cellar.

"I'm expecting trouble. A siege is just one possibility."

"What are the others?"

"Assassination attempt. Legal maneuvering. Bribery and coercion." I counted water skins and moved on to preserved food. "Victor has resources. He won't rely on just one approach."

"And if he tries to take her legally? If he shows up with official documents, claims she's his property?"

"She's not property. She's a free woman."

"That might not matter to him. Or to the courts, if he has enough influence."

She was right. That was the problem with fighting the nobility—they had ways of making their crimes legal. A man like Victor could probably produce papers proving Elise was his ward, his betrothed, his whatever-he-needed-her-to-be.

"Then we make sure it never gets that far," I said.

"How?"

"I'm still working on that part."



On the fifth day, a letter arrived.

Not for Elise this time—for me.

The messenger was a young man in House Mercer livery, nervous and sweating despite the cool morning. He handed over the sealed envelope like it was a live snake.

"From Lord Victor Mercer," he said. "He requests a response."

"Tell him he'll have one."

The messenger fled.

I opened the letter and read:

Master Ironwood,

I understand you have been harboring a woman named Elise Varen, formerly Elise Mercer, who is a member of my household and subject to my authority. I require her immediate return.

I am a reasonable man. I have no quarrel with you, and I understand that you may have been deceived about the nature of this woman's circumstances. Return her to me peacefully, and I will consider the matter closed. You will even receive a modest reward for your cooperation.

However, if you choose to defy me, I will be forced to take more... direct action. I have considerable resources at my disposal, and I am not accustomed to being refused.

I will arrive in Millbrook in three days. I expect my property to be delivered to me upon my arrival.

Lord Victor Mercer

I read it twice, feeling my jaw tighten with each word.

His property. Like she was a horse, or a piece of furniture.

"What does it say?" Elise asked from behind me. Her voice was steady, but I could see her hands trembling.

"Victor will be here in three days." I handed her the letter. "He's demanding your return."

She scanned the words, her face going pale. "His property. He actually—"

"He's wrong." I took the letter back and crumpled it in my fist. "And I'm going to make sure he understands just how wrong he is."

"Garrett—"

"Three days." I turned to face both of them—Elise pale and frightened, Vivienne with that sharp, calculating look in her eyes. "We have three days to figure out how to deal with this. Legally, politically, or otherwise."

"I might have an idea," Vivienne said slowly. "About the legal angle. But I'll need to send some letters of my own."

"To who?"

"Old contacts. People who owe me favors from my former life." She smiled grimly. "I may be a former princess, but the Lysander name still carries weight. And I have a feeling Victor Mercer isn't the only noble with secrets worth exposing."

"You'd use your old connections? After everything you went through to escape them?"

"For Elise? Yes." She met my eyes steadily. "For both of you. I'd do whatever it takes."

Elise was staring at both of us, tears threatening again. "You'd really—for me—"

"We already told you," I said, pulling her into my arms. "You're ours. And we protect what's ours."

She buried her face in my chest, and Vivienne moved to wrap her arms around both of us.

Three days.

We had three days to prepare for the arrival of one of the empire's most dangerous nobles.

It would have to be enough.


Chapter 15: Lord Mercer

The three days passed too quickly.

We used them well—Vivienne sent letters to contacts she hadn't spoken to in years, calling in favors and trading secrets. I fortified the tavern, consulted with Captain Thorne, made sure the village knew to stay clear of whatever was coming. Elise tried to prepare herself for facing the man who'd hunted her for years.

"I don't know if I can do this," she admitted the night before Victor was due to arrive. We were in my room, her head resting on my chest, her fingers tracing the scars on my stomach.

"You're not doing it alone."

"I know. But seeing him—" She shuddered. "He's a monster, Garrett. The things I've heard... the women who've disappeared..."

"He can't hurt you. I won't let him."

"You can't protect me from everything."

"Watch me."

She laughed softly, but there was fear beneath it. "You're impossible."

"So I've been told."

Vivienne appeared in the doorway, wrapped in a nightshirt that showed too much thigh, her white hair loose around her shoulders.

"Room for one more?" she asked.

"Always."

She climbed into bed on my other side, curling against me like a cat seeking warmth. It had become easier between the three of us—not a nightly occurrence, but not rare either. When the fear was too much, when the loneliness crept in, we found each other.

"Heard back from my contacts," Vivienne murmured. "Lady Ashworth remembers Victor Mercer. Says he has a reputation in the capital."

"What kind of reputation?"

"The kind that makes noble daughters lock their doors at night." Her voice hardened. "Three women have disappeared from his household in the past five years. All young, all pretty, all servants. The official story is they left service, but..."

"But no one believes that."

"No. No one believes that."

Elise had gone very still against my chest.

"Hey," I said, tilting her chin up. "That's not going to be you. I promise."

"You can't—"

"I promise." I kissed her forehead. "Now get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day."



Victor Mercer arrived at midday.

He came with an escort of twelve armed men—not soldiers, I noted, but private guards in House Mercer livery. Professional, well-equipped, probably expensive. The kind of men who did whatever they were paid for without asking questions.

I met them in front of the tavern.

We'd discussed hiding Vivienne — getting her out of the village before Victor arrived. But her mana made disguise impossible, and her white hair would mark her on any road between here and Thornhaven. Better to keep her close, where I could protect her, than to send her running with a beacon on her head.

Victor himself was exactly what I'd expected: a man in his fifties with cold eyes and an air of entitlement that surrounded him like a bad smell. He dismounted with practiced grace and studied me with barely concealed disdain.

"Master Ironwood. I believe you received my letter."

"I received it. I wasn't impressed."

"Nonetheless, I'm here for what belongs to me. The woman Elise Varen—or Elise Mercer, as she was born—is a member of my household. I'm within my legal rights to retrieve her."

"She's not a piece of furniture. You don't get to 'retrieve' her."

"On the contrary." He produced a scroll from his coat. "This is a writ of custody, issued by the magistrate of Thornhaven. It grants me legal authority to take Elise Mercer into my care pending resolution of her inheritance claim."

I didn't take the scroll. "Let me guess—you paid the magistrate well for that."

"I compensated him for his time and expertise. That's how the legal system works." Victor smiled thinly. "Now, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. Hand over the woman, and this ends peacefully. Resist, and I'll have you arrested for interfering with lawful noble business."

"You can try."

"Can I?" He gestured at his guards. "I have twelve men. You're one retired adventurer with a sword. The mathematics aren't in your favor."

"You'd be surprised."

We stared at each other—the noble who thought his wealth made him untouchable, and the hero who'd killed things that would give his nightmares nightmares.

"There's another option," said a voice from behind me.

Vivienne stepped out of the tavern, dressed in clothes I'd never seen before—a gown of deep violet silk, cut in the fashion of the imperial court, with her white hair swept up in an elaborate style. She looked every inch the princess she'd once been.

"Princess Vivienne." Victor's eyes narrowed. "I'd heard rumors you were in the area. Running from your own obligations, I understand."

"My obligations ended when I renounced my title. Yours, however, are just beginning." She smiled, sharp and cold. "I've been doing some research, Lord Mercer. Into your family's history. Your household's... disappearances. The money that changed hands when certain investigations were conveniently dropped."

"I don't know what you're implying—"

"I'm not implying anything. I'm stating facts." Vivienne produced a letter of her own—thick paper, heavy seal. "This is a copy of correspondence between your late brother Marcus and the commander of the city watch, discussing payment for 'services rendered' in connection with a missing servant girl. Would you like me to read it aloud, or would you prefer to discuss the matter in private?"

Victor's face had gone pale. "Where did you get that?"

"I have friends in interesting places. Friends who remember what House Mercer really is beneath the veneer of respectability." She stepped closer, and despite being half a foot shorter than Victor, she seemed to tower over him. "Here's how this is going to work. You're going to tear up that writ of custody. You're going to forget you ever heard the name Elise Varen. And you're going to go back to the capital and tell the rest of your family that pursuing this matter would be... unwise."

"You can't threaten me. I'm a lord of the realm—"

"And I'm a princess of the blood. Former or not, my word still carries weight." Her smile turned vicious. "Do you really want to test whose connections are stronger? Because I can promise you—the letters I have will end your family. Everything. The estates, the titles, the carefully cultivated reputation. All of it, burned to ashes."

Silence stretched between them.

I watched Victor's face as he calculated his options. He was a predator, used to being the one with power, the one making threats. Having the tables turned so completely had to be disorienting.

"Even if what you're saying is true," he said slowly, "Elise is still my brother's heir. The inheritance—"

"The inheritance is a matter for the courts, not armed men." Vivienne's voice was ice. "If you want to contest it legally, go ahead. File your claims, make your arguments. But if you ever come near her with soldiers again, if you ever try to take her by force—"

"You'll what?"

"I'll release everything. Every letter, every transaction record, every name of every woman who disappeared from your household." She leaned in. "And then I'll watch your family burn."

Victor stared at her for a long moment. I could see the war playing out behind his eyes—pride against pragmatism, rage against fear.

Finally, slowly, he tore the writ of custody in half.

"This isn't over," he said, his voice tight with barely suppressed fury. "The courts will—"

"The courts will do whatever the evidence supports. And I suspect, when we actually examine the situation, the evidence will support Elise's claim quite strongly." Vivienne tucked her letter back into her sleeve. "Have a safe journey back to the capital, Lord Mercer. I do hope we never meet again."

Victor mounted his horse, his guards forming up around him. He looked down at us—at me, at Vivienne, at the tavern behind us where Elise was watching from a window—and his expression promised violence.

"You'll regret this," he said. "All of you."

"I doubt it," I replied. "But you're welcome to try to change my mind."

He rode away.

We watched until he disappeared over the hill.

"That was impressive," I said.

"I learned from the best." Vivienne's composure cracked, revealing the fear beneath. "Gods, I was terrified. I thought he was going to call my bluff."

"Was it a bluff?"

"Partially. The letters are real, but I don't have all of them—just enough to threaten with." She took a shaky breath. "It wouldn't have been enough if he'd pushed."

"But he didn't."

"No. He didn't." She laughed, slightly hysterical. "I can't believe that worked."

"You were magnificent."

"I was desperate. There's a difference."

The tavern door opened and Elise emerged, her face wet with tears.

"Is it over?" she asked.

"For now." I opened my arms, and she crashed into me. "He's gone. He tore up the writ."

"I saw. I heard." She was shaking. "Vivienne, you—you didn't have to—"

"Yes, I did." Vivienne moved to embrace us both. "You're family. I'd do it again in a heartbeat."

We stood there in the street, the three of us, holding each other while the dust from Victor's departure settled.

It wasn't over. Not really. He'd be back, or he'd send someone, or he'd find another angle of attack. Men like Victor Mercer didn't give up—they just changed tactics.

But for now, we'd won.

For now, that had to be enough.



That afternoon, we celebrated.

Vivienne raided the wine cellar and pulled out the best bottles we had—a vintage red from the southern provinces, meant for special occasions. We drank and laughed and toasted our victory over the pompous Lord Mercer.

"To Vivienne," Elise said, raising her glass. "Who apparently has blackmail material on half the nobility."

"Not half. Maybe a quarter." Vivienne grinned. "Okay, possibly a third."

"That's terrifying."

"That's useful." She took a long drink. "You'd be amazed what people write down when they think no one's watching."

"I thought you hated your old life," I said. "All the politics and scheming."

"I do. But that doesn't mean I didn't learn from it." Her expression sobered. "Growing up in the imperial court teaches you things. How to read people, how to find leverage, how to survive when everyone around you is playing their own game. I hated every minute of it, but..."

"But it saved Elise today."

"Yes." She looked at Elise, something soft in her violet eyes. "So maybe it was worth something after all."

Elise set down her glass and crossed to where Vivienne sat. She took the princess's face in her hands and kissed her—slow, deep, tender.

"Thank you," she whispered when they parted.

"You never have to thank me for protecting you."

"I know. But I want to." Elise glanced at me. "Is this okay? The two of us—"

"It's more than okay." I smiled. "I like watching you together."

"Pervert," Vivienne said, but she was grinning.

"Guilty."

Elise kissed Vivienne again, deeper this time. Vivienne's hands found Elise's waist, pulling her closer. They moved together naturally, like they'd been doing this for years instead of weeks.

"Should we take this upstairs?" Elise asked, breathless.

"Gods yes," Vivienne replied.

They looked at me.

"Well?" Vivienne said. "Are you coming, or do we have to start without you?"

I was already standing.



We made love slowly that afternoon, taking our time.

Elise and Vivienne undressed each other while I watched—blue hair and white, pale skin against paler, their bodies pressing together as they kissed and touched and explored. It was beautiful. They were beautiful.

"Your turn," Elise said, turning to me with desire-darkened eyes.

They worked together to strip me down, their hands roaming over my scarred skin. Vivienne traced the mark on my shoulder from a demon's claw; Elise kissed the jagged line across my ribs from a poisoned blade.

"So many stories," Vivienne murmured. "Written on your body."

"Most of them aren't happy stories."

"Maybe not. But they led you here." She looked up at me. "To us."

I pulled them both onto the bed.

What followed was less a specific act and more a continuous flow—mouths and hands and bodies, pleasure building and cresting and building again. Elise rode my cock while Vivienne sat on my face; I fucked Vivienne from behind while Elise kissed her; they lay together while I took turns thrusting into each of them.

By the end, we were exhausted, sweaty, thoroughly satisfied.

"We should celebrate more often," Vivienne mumbled into the pillow.

"Agreed," Elise said from her position draped across my chest.

"Maybe next time without the life-threatening crisis first," I suggested.

"Where's the fun in that?"



That night, as we lay tangled together in the afterglow, I thought about what came next.

Victor would return. Maybe not personally, but he'd find another way to come at us—through the courts, through hired men, through whatever leverage he could manufacture. Elise's inheritance claim would have to be addressed eventually, one way or another.

And the monster wave was still building. Thorne's scouts had reported increasing activity in the deep forest—something was stirring, gathering strength, preparing to move. Weeks, she'd said. Maybe a month.

Two storms, both heading our way.

"You're thinking too loud," Vivienne murmured.

"Sorry."

"Don't apologize. Just..." She shifted closer, her body warm against mine. "Whatever it is, we'll handle it. Together."

"Together," Elise agreed sleepily.

I held them both and watched the moon track across the sky.

Whatever was coming, we'd face it.

We didn't have a choice.


Chapter 16: Village Life

The week after Victor's departure was the most peaceful we'd had since Vivienne arrived.

No threats appeared on the horizon. No mysterious letters. No armed men demanding anything. Just the quiet rhythm of village life—customers coming and going, meals cooked and served, evenings spent together by the fire.

I'd almost forgotten what normal felt like.

"You're smiling," Elise observed one morning, catching me watching her knead bread. "That's suspicious."

"Can't a man smile at a beautiful woman?"

"He can. But you usually look like you're expecting an attack at any moment." She punched the dough with more force than strictly necessary. "It's nice to see you relax."

"I'm trying. It doesn't come naturally."

"I've noticed." She shaped the dough into loaves and set them aside to rise. "What's on the agenda today?"

"Market day. We need vegetables, and Old Tam promised me first pick of his tomatoes." I stretched, feeling joints pop. "Want to come?"

"Can't. Someone has to mind the tavern." She wiped flour from her hands. "Take Vivienne. She needs practice haggling."

"Vivienne doesn't haggle. She announces what she's willing to pay and glares until people accept."

"Then she definitely needs practice."



The market was already bustling when we arrived.

Millbrook's market square wasn't large—a dozen stalls arranged in a rough circle, farmers and craftsmen hawking their wares to anyone who'd listen. But it was the heart of the village, the place where everyone gathered to trade goods and gossip in equal measure.

"Garrett!" Bram the miller waved from his stall, his broad face split in a grin. "Haven't seen you in days. Starting to think you'd forgotten about us common folk."

"Been busy. Had some... visitors."

"So I heard." Bram's expression sobered. "That lord from the capital. The one who came with all those soldiers."

"Word travels fast."

"It's a small village. Word travels before people do." He leaned closer, lowering his voice. "Is it true? What they're saying about Elise?"

"Depends on what they're saying."

"That she's nobility. Or was. That she ran from some bad business in the city."

I considered my answer carefully. The village would find out eventually—probably already knew most of it, given how gossip spread. The question was how to frame it.

"She worked for a noble family," I said. "The lord of the house tried to hurt her. She ran. The family's been hunting her ever since, spreading lies to cover what really happened."

Bram's face darkened. "The usual story, then. Rich bastards thinking they can do what they like to anyone beneath them."

"Something like that."

"Well." He straightened, his voice returning to normal volume. "Far as I'm concerned, Elise is one of us now. Anyone comes asking questions, I don't know nothing about no runaway servant. And neither does anyone else in this village."

"You'd do that?"

"She makes good bread. And you make better stew than Harwick ever did." Bram grinned. "Self-interest, Garrett. It's what makes the world go round."



We moved through the market slowly, gathering supplies.

Old Tam's tomatoes were indeed excellent—fat, red, bursting with flavor. I bought two baskets' worth while Vivienne interrogated him about his growing methods with the intensity of someone planning a military campaign.

"You compost the fish guts?" she asked, wrinkling her nose. "That's disgusting."

"Disgusting but effective." Old Tam was a weathered man in his sixties, missing three fingers on his left hand from a farming accident years ago. He seemed amused by the princess's curiosity. "Plants don't care what their food looked like before it became fertilizer."

"I suppose not. Still. Fish guts."

"Wait until you hear what I do with the chicken droppings."

Vivienne made a face that sent me into a fit of poorly suppressed laughter.

"The tavern keeper's finally found himself a woman who can match his stubbornness," Tam observed. "Two of them, if the rumors are true."

"Rumors exaggerate," I said.

"Do they?" He winked. "Well, either way, you look happier than you did when you first arrived. More settled. Like you're finally putting down roots."

"Maybe I am."

"Good. This village could use more people willing to stay. Too many young folk leave for the cities these days." He handed over the baskets of tomatoes. "You treat those girls right, you hear? Or you'll have the whole village to answer to."

"Wouldn't dream of doing otherwise."



Hilda the seamstress was our next stop.

She'd sent word that Vivienne's new dresses were ready—three of them this time, properly fitted, in colors that suited her pale coloring. Vivienne disappeared into the back room to try them on while Hilda kept me company out front.

"She's a sweet girl," Hilda said, threading a needle with practiced ease. "Underneath all that prickly exterior."

"She's had a hard life."

"Haven't we all?" Hilda was a widow, her husband dead these past fifteen years. She'd raised three children alone, built a business from nothing, survived everything the world had thrown at her. "The measure of a person isn't what happened to them. It's what they do after."

"Wise words."

"I'm a wise woman. It comes with age." She set aside her mending and studied me. "You're good for her. Both of them. The way they look at you, the way they've started to bloom since you arrived..." She shook her head. "This village has needed something good to happen. You brought that."

"I just bought a tavern."

"You brought hope. That's worth more than any building." She smiled. "Now go tell that girl to stop preening and show us what she looks like in proper clothes."

I knocked on the back room door. "Vivienne? Hilda wants to see—"

The door opened, and I forgot how to speak.

Vivienne stood in a gown of deep blue—not the imperial violet she'd worn to face Victor, but something simpler, warmer. The fabric hugged her curves without being indecent, the neckline showing just enough cleavage to be interesting. Her white hair was loose around her shoulders, and she was smiling.

"Well?" she asked. "How do I look?"

"Like someone I want to take home immediately."

"That's the idea." She twirled, the skirt flaring. "Hilda does excellent work."

"She does indeed," I managed.

Hilda laughed. "Get out of here, both of you. Before you scandalize my shop."



We walked back through the village slowly, enjoying the spring sunshine.

Vivienne's hand found mine somewhere along the way—a casual gesture, comfortable, like we'd been doing it for years. I caught glimpses of villagers watching us, some with curiosity, others with knowing smiles.

"They're staring," Vivienne observed.

"Let them."

"It doesn't bother you? Being the subject of gossip?"

"I've been the subject of much worse." I squeezed her hand. "Besides, what's there to gossip about? A man walking with a beautiful woman? Hardly scandalous."

"Two beautiful women," she corrected. "Don't forget Elise."

"I could never forget Elise."

We passed the temple, where Sister Anna was tending the garden out front. She waved, her face bright with welcome.

"Master Ironwood! Lady Vivienne! I haven't seen you since the purification ritual."

"Been busy," I said. "How are things at the temple?"

"Quiet. Which is how I prefer them." She wiped dirt from her hands. "Though I've been hearing strange things from travelers lately. Talk of monsters moving in the deep forest. Animals behaving oddly."

The peaceful mood dimmed slightly. "You've heard about that?"

"Hard not to. The merchant caravans are starting to avoid the northern routes. Bad for trade, but probably wise." She studied me with those perceptive eyes. "Captain Thorne came to me last week. Asked me to prepare the temple as a potential shelter, in case..."

"In case of a wave."

"Yes." She nodded gravely. "I don't know what's stirring out there, but the land feels... wrong. Like it did before you cleansed the corruption. Only deeper this time. More widespread."

"We're preparing as best we can."

"I know you are. And I have faith—in you, in the Captain, in this village." She smiled. "We've survived worse. We'll survive this too."

"I hope you're right."

"So do I." She returned to her gardening. "Stop by sometime. Both of you. The goddess welcomes all."



Back at the tavern, we found Elise in the middle of a crisis.

"The ale shipment didn't arrive," she announced the moment we walked through the door. "The carter says the northern road is impassable—a tree fell across it last night. He had to turn back."

"How much do we have left?"

"Two barrels. Maybe three days' worth if we're conservative."

"That's not ideal."

"That's a disaster." She rubbed her temples. "It's the Midsummer Festival next week. Everyone in the village will want to celebrate, and we won't have anything to serve them."

"We could water down what we have—"

"Absolutely not. I have standards."

Vivienne set down our market purchases and considered the problem. "What about the vineyard in Thornhaven? They sell direct, don't they?"

"They do, but their prices are twice what the regular suppliers charge. We'd lose money on every mug."

"Not if we raise prices for the festival."

"The villagers would riot."

"Then don't raise prices for locals. Only for visitors." Vivienne shrugged. "Festival draws travelers from all the surrounding farms, right? Charge them the premium rate. They won't know the difference."

Elise stared at her. "That's... actually clever."

"I was raised in politics. Finding ways to squeeze money from people without them noticing is practically in my blood."

"I can't decide if that's impressive or horrifying."

"Why not both?"



I made the trip to Thornhaven that afternoon.

The vineyard owner, a portly man named Gregor, was happy to sell us as much as we needed—at his usual exorbitant prices. I haggled him down slightly, citing our status as repeat customers (optimistically) and the Sword Saint's personal recommendation (shamelessly). He threw in an extra barrel of his house red as a goodwill gesture.

"Heard what you did to that Duke's men," Gregor said as his workers loaded the cart. "The whole city's talking about it."

"I didn't do anything to them. They left on their own."

"Sure they did." He winked. "Either way, it's good to have someone like you in the region. Makes people feel safer."

"I'm just a tavern keeper."

"And I'm just a simple farmer. We're all just something, aren't we?" He slapped me on the back. "You come back anytime, Sword Saint. Friends of Gregor get special treatment."

I drove the cart back to Millbrook with the sun setting behind me, thinking about reputations and expectations and the strange ways life could twist.



The tavern was warm and welcoming when I returned.

Vivienne met me at the door, helping unload the barrels, while Elise directed their placement in the cellar. By the time we finished, night had fully fallen and the first customers were starting to arrive for the evening rush.

"Perfect timing," Elise said, slightly breathless. "The Hendricks brothers are here, and you know how much they drink."

"I'll handle the bar. You two take the floor."

"Yes, sir." Vivienne sketched a mocking curtsy before grabbing her serving tray.

The evening passed in a blur of poured drinks and served meals. The Hendricks brothers—three enormous men who worked the quarry north of town—did indeed drink enough for ten people between them. Bram stopped in for his usual stew and ale. Old Tam came by with his grandson, celebrating the boy's tenth birthday with a rare trip to the tavern.

"Make a wish," I told the boy, setting a small cake in front of him—Elise's work, decorated with dried berries and a single candle.

He screwed up his face in concentration, then blew out the flame.

"What'd you wish for?" Vivienne asked.

"Can't tell. Then it won't come true."

"Fair enough."

I watched them—Vivienne teasing the boy, Tam looking on with grandfatherly pride, Elise bringing more ale for the brothers, the whole warm chaos of a village tavern on a busy night—and felt something I hadn't felt in a very long time.

Content.

Not just happy, not just satisfied. Content. Like I'd found the place I was supposed to be, the people I was supposed to be with, the life I was supposed to live.

It wouldn't last forever. Victor would return, or the wave would come, or something else would threaten the peace we'd built. That was how life worked. Nothing good stayed good without fighting for it.

But tonight, none of that mattered.

Tonight, I had a tavern full of happy customers, two women I loved more than I'd ever expected to love anyone, and a village that had accepted me as one of their own.

For now, that was enough.



After closing, we gathered in the kitchen for a late meal.

Elise had made her famous stew—the one even Bram admitted was better than anything his mother had ever cooked. We ate hungrily, tired but satisfied, the day's work behind us.

"Good day," Vivienne said around a mouthful of bread.

"Don't talk with your mouth full," Elise chided.

"Yes, mother."

"I'm three years older than you."

"Still a mother hen." Vivienne grinned. "It's endearing."

"It's annoying," Elise corrected. "But someone has to keep you in line."

"I'm very difficult to keep in line."

"I've noticed."

I watched them bicker with a smile. This, too, had become familiar—the easy back-and-forth, the teasing that held real affection beneath it. Two women who'd started as strangers, became allies, and were now... something more. Something that didn't have a name, but didn't need one.

"What are you smiling about?" Elise asked, catching my expression.

"Nothing. Just... grateful."

"Grateful for what?"

"For this. For you two. For the life we're building here." I set down my spoon. "I spent twenty-five years fighting. Killing. Watching people die. I didn't think I was capable of anything else."

"And now?"

"Now I know better." I reached across the table and took both their hands. "Whatever comes next—Victor, the wave, anything—I want you to know that these months with you have been the happiest of my life."

Vivienne's eyes were bright. "That's very sweet."

"It's the truth."

"I know." She squeezed my hand. "That's what makes it sweet."

Elise was quieter, her expression thoughtful. "I never expected to find this either. After everything that happened—running, hiding, always looking over my shoulder—I thought I'd spend my whole life alone."

"You're not alone anymore."

"No. I'm not." She smiled, and it was like the sun coming out from behind clouds. "Neither are any of us."

We finished our meal in comfortable silence, then cleaned up together—another small ritual, another piece of the life we were building.

Later, Vivienne retreated to her own room with a yawn and a wave, and Elise followed me to mine. We didn't make love that night—we were both too tired—but we held each other in the dark, her head on my chest, my arms around her waist.

"Garrett?" she murmured, already half-asleep.

"Yes?"

"I love you."

"I love you too."

She smiled against my skin and drifted off.

I lay awake a while longer, listening to her breathe, feeling her heartbeat against my side.

This was what peace felt like.

I was finally starting to remember.


Chapter 17: Midsummer

The Midsummer Festival arrived with perfect weather—clear skies, warm sun, and a gentle breeze that carried the scent of wildflowers from the surrounding fields.

Millbrook transformed overnight. Colored banners hung from every building, garlands of summer blooms decorated doorways, and the market square had been cleared for dancing. Children ran through the streets shrieking with excitement while their parents set up stalls offering everything from honey cakes to hand-carved toys.

"I've never seen anything like this," Vivienne said, watching from the tavern's doorway. "The capital has festivals, but they're so... formal. Structured. Everyone performing for everyone else."

"This is the opposite," I agreed. "No performances. Just people having fun."

"It's strange." She smiled. "I think I like it."

The Weary Dragon would be the center of the evening's celebrations—the largest indoor space in the village, perfect for when the dancing moved inside and the serious drinking began. We'd been preparing for days: extra tables set up, all the wine from Thornhaven ready to serve, Elise's best dishes prepared in quantities that would feed an army.

"Are we ready?" Elise asked, appearing with flour on her cheek and determination in her eyes.

"As ready as we'll ever be."

"That's not reassuring."

"It's honest."

She huffed and went back to the kitchen.



The festival officially began at noon with a blessing from Sister Anna.

The whole village gathered in the square to hear her invoke the goddess's favor for the coming harvest. It was a simple ceremony—no elaborate rituals, just heartfelt words and genuine faith—but there was power in it. Even I could feel something stir in the air as she spoke.

"The goddess watches over this village," Anna concluded. "She sees your labors, your joys, your sorrows. And she blesses you with another year of abundance. May the summer be kind, the harvest plentiful, and the winter gentle."

"So be it," the crowd murmured.

"Now." Anna's solemn expression broke into a grin. "Let's celebrate!"

The square erupted into motion. Musicians struck up a lively tune, children rushed toward the game stalls, and the ale began to flow. I found myself swept up in the crowd, separated from Vivienne and Elise, surrounded by villagers who all wanted to shake my hand or slap my back or buy me a drink.

"The Sword Saint himself!" Old Tam pressed a mug into my hand. "Drink up, boy. Festival rules—no one stays sober past sundown."

"I have a tavern to run—"

"The tavern can wait. This is Midsummer!" He clinked his mug against mine. "To good harvests and better company!"

I drank.



The afternoon passed in a blur of activity.

I lost a knife-throwing contest to Mira, the blacksmith's apprentice—a young woman with arms like tree trunks and an aim that would shame most archers. I won a pie-eating competition against the Hendricks brothers, though I regretted it immediately afterward. I danced three rounds with various village women before my feet started to protest.

"You're popular," Vivienne observed, finding me collapsed on a bench near the well.

"I'm exhausted."

"Same thing, sometimes." She settled beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched. "The villagers love you."

"They love the Sword Saint. The legend."

"No." She shook her head. "They love Garrett. The man who runs the tavern, who makes terrible jokes, who burned eggs for a week straight when he first arrived." She smiled. "The legend is just a bonus."

"When did you get so wise?"

"I've always been wise. You just weren't paying attention."

I laughed and pulled her closer, not caring who saw. Let them gossip. Let them stare. I had a beautiful woman beside me and a village full of people who'd accepted me as one of their own.

Life could be worse.



As the sun began to set, the celebration moved to The Weary Dragon.

We'd underestimated the crowd. Every table was packed, people standing three deep at the bar, the noise level somewhere between "enthusiastic" and "deafening." Elise and Vivienne worked the floor while I poured drinks as fast as my hands could move.

"Another round for table six!"

"Bram wants his stew!"

"Who ordered the wine? The expensive wine?"

"That was me!" Gregor the vineyard owner had made the trip from Thornhaven for the festival, and he was spending freely. "Keep it coming, Sword Saint! I'll match whatever these farmers drink!"

The night blurred together—laughter and music and the clink of mugs, familiar faces flushed with drink and good cheer. At some point, someone started a song about a farmer's daughter and a traveling knight, and the whole tavern joined in on the chorus.

"This is madness," Elise gasped, passing me with an armful of empty mugs. "Beautiful madness, but madness."

"You love it."

"I do." She grinned—a real grin, bright and unguarded. "I really do."



Around midnight, the crowd finally began to thin.

The older villagers had gone home, the younger ones had paired off into dark corners, and even the Hendricks brothers had reached their limit. Gregor was snoring at his table, a half-empty bottle of his own wine clutched to his chest like a teddy bear.

"I think we survived," Vivienne said, collapsing into a chair.

"Barely." Elise slumped beside her. "My feet may never recover."

"Your feet? I've been standing behind the bar for eight hours straight. I'm not sure I remember how to sit."

"Then don't sit." Vivienne grabbed my hand and pulled me toward her. "Dance with me."

"There's no music."

"So?" She stood, wrapping her arms around my neck. "We'll make our own."

We swayed together in the empty tavern, no music but the creak of floorboards and the distant sound of revelry from the square. Elise watched us with soft eyes, a small smile playing at her lips.

"Come here," I said, extending a hand.

She took it, and then we were three—Vivienne in front, Elise behind, me in the middle, all of us moving together in a slow, clumsy dance that was more embrace than anything else.

"This is nice," Vivienne murmured against my chest.

"It is."

"We should do this more often. Dance in empty taverns at midnight."

"We should do a lot of things more often."

Elise's laugh was warm against my back. "Is that a promise?"

"It's a statement of intent."



We cleaned up together, the three of us, working in comfortable silence.

Tables wiped, mugs washed, floors swept. By the time we finished, the candles had burned low and the first hints of dawn were lightening the sky.

"Bed," Elise announced. "Now. Non-negotiable."

"Agreed," Vivienne said. "But whose bed?"

The question hung in the air.

"Mine," I said. "If you both want."

They exchanged a look—that silent communication they'd developed over the weeks, the ability to hold entire conversations without words.

"We want," Elise said.



We stumbled upstairs together, too tired for anything elaborate.

But when we fell into bed, tangled together in a pile of limbs and warmth, something shifted. Exhaustion gave way to desire. Vivienne's mouth found mine, then Elise's. Hands wandered, clothes disappeared, and suddenly we were very awake.

"I thought you were tired," I murmured against Vivienne's throat.

"I got my second wind."

"Third wind," Elise corrected, her fingers tracing down my stomach. "Possibly fourth."

Vivienne kissed her way down my chest while Elise straddled my thigh, grinding against me, her wetness leaving a slick trail on my skin. I pulled her down for a kiss, tasting wine and something sweeter beneath.

"I want to watch," Elise breathed. "Watch you fuck her."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

Vivienne had reached my cock, already hard, and was stroking it slowly. She looked up at me with those violet eyes, something needy in her expression.

"Garrett," she whispered. "I want you to fuck me so hard I cry."

The words went straight to my cock, making it twitch in her hand.

"You sure about that?"

"Please." Her voice cracked slightly. "I need it. I need you to use me, dominate me, make me feel it. I want to be sore tomorrow. I want to remember every—"

I grabbed her by the hair and yanked her up, cutting off her words with a rough kiss. She moaned into my mouth, her body going pliant in my grip.

"On your back," I ordered.

She scrambled to obey, spreading her thighs, her pussy already glistening. I grabbed her tits—those perfect, full tits I'd been fantasizing about all day—and squeezed hard enough to make her gasp.

"These are mine tonight," I growled. "Understand?"

"Yes—yours—"

I thrust into her without warning, burying myself to the hilt in one brutal stroke. She screamed, her back arching, her nails raking down my arms.

"Fuck!" she wailed. "Oh gods, yes—"

I set a punishing pace, pounding into her while I groped her tits. I squeezed them roughly, watching them bounce and jiggle with every thrust, the soft flesh spilling between my fingers.

"Ah—ah—ah—" she moaned, her voice punching out with every impact. "So deep—you're so deep—"

I pinched her nipples hard and she squealed, her pussy clenching around me. I twisted them, pulled them, made her writhe and gasp beneath me while I fucked her relentlessly.

"More," she begged. "Please—more—"

I grabbed a fistful of her white hair and yanked her head back, exposing her throat. She moaned louder, her eyes rolling back, completely surrendered to me.

"You like that?" I demanded, slamming into her harder. "Like having your hair pulled while I fuck you?"

"Yes! Yes, I love it—don't stop—please don't stop—"

I didn't stop. I fucked her harder, faster, one hand fisted in her hair, the other mauling her tits. The bed was slamming against the wall, the sound mixing with her constant stream of moans.

"Ah—ah—fuck—Garrett—ah—so good—ah—ah—"

She was getting louder, her moans turning into keening wails, her pussy getting wetter and tighter around me. I groped her tits roughly, leaving red marks on her pale skin, watching them bounce obscenely with every brutal thrust.

"Oh gods—oh gods—oh gods—" she chanted, her voice rising. "I'm gonna—I can't—it's too much—"

"Take it," I growled, yanking her hair harder. "Take all of it."

She came with a scream, her pussy clamping down on me, her whole body convulsing. I kept fucking her through it, kept pulling her hair, kept groping her tits, not giving her a moment to recover.

"Garrett!" she wailed. "Oh fuck—still cumming—I'm still—ah—ah—AH—"

Her first orgasm rolled directly into a second, her body shaking uncontrollably. And that's when the tears started—streaming down her face, not from pain but from the sheer overwhelming intensity of it.

"You're crying," I observed, not slowing down.

"I know—" she sobbed. "It's so good—you're so deep—I can't—"

I kept pounding into her, kept her hair wrapped around my fist, kept squeezing and groping her reddened tits. She was a moaning, crying mess beneath me, her mascara running, her body jerking with every thrust.

"Ah—ah—ah—" Her moans had become constant, breathless, broken by sobs. "Please—please—please—"

"Please what?"

"Don't stop—never stop—I need—I need—"

She didn't even finish the sentence before another orgasm crashed through her. She keened—a high, desperate sound—her pussy milking me frantically, her whole body arching off the bed. The tears flowed freely now, mixing with sweat, dripping down her temples.

When she finally came down, she was shaking, gasping, barely coherent. I released her hair and she collapsed against the pillows, a fucked-out, satisfied smile spreading across her tear-streaked face.

"Thank you," she whispered hoarsely.

"We're not done yet."

I turned to Elise, who had been watching the whole thing with wide eyes, her hand furiously working between her thighs. She was flushed, panting, clearly close to her own release.

"Your turn," I said.

She scrambled onto her hands and knees, presenting her dripping pussy to me. "Please, Garrett. I need it too—"

I grabbed her hips and slammed into her. She cried out, her arms giving way, her face pressing into the mattress as I fucked her from behind. She was soaking wet, her arousal running down her thighs, making obscene squelching sounds with every thrust.

"Yes—yes—fuck, Garrett—harder—"

I gave her harder. I pounded into her relentlessly, watching her ass ripple with every impact, listening to her desperate moans. Vivienne had recovered enough to crawl over and kiss Elise, their tongues tangling while I fucked Elise into the mattress.

"I'm close," I warned, feeling my balls tighten.

Elise broke the kiss and looked back at me, her blue eyes wild with need. "Inside me," she begged. "Please, Garrett—cum inside me—fill me up—I need to feel it—please, please, please—"

"You want my cum that badly?"

"Yes! I want it—I need it—please cum inside my pussy—"

Her desperate begging pushed me over the edge. I buried myself to the hilt and came, my cock pulsing as I flooded her with thick ropes of cum. Elise screamed as she felt it, her own orgasm crashing through her, her pussy milking every last drop from me.

I kept cumming, kept filling her, until I had nothing left to give. When I finally pulled out, my cum immediately started leaking from her well-fucked hole.

"Oh gods," Elise moaned, reaching back to feel it dripping out of her. "There's so much..."

"You asked for it."

"I know. I loved it." She collapsed onto the bed, a satisfied smile on her face.

Vivienne curled up beside her, both of them thoroughly wrecked—Vivienne with tear tracks still visible on her cheeks, Elise with cum leaking down her thighs.

We collapsed together in a heap, breathing hard.

"Happy Midsummer," Vivienne mumbled.

"Happy Midsummer," Elise agreed.

I couldn't manage words. Just pulled them both close and let sleep claim me.



Morning came too soon.

I woke to sunlight streaming through the window and the sound of birds singing outside. Vivienne was still asleep, curled against my side, her white hair spread across the pillow. Elise was gone—I could hear her moving in the kitchen below, already starting the day's work.

I lay there for a moment, savoring the peace.

The festival was over. The tavern would need cleaning, the supplies restocking, the hundred small tasks that kept a business running. Life would return to normal—or what passed for normal, these days.

But something had changed. I could feel it.

The village had accepted me. Not as the Sword Saint, the legend, the hero from the stories—but as Garrett. The tavern keeper. The man who'd chosen to make his home here, to put down roots, to build something instead of destroy.

And the women sleeping beside me, living with me, loving me... they'd accepted me too. All of me, scars and secrets and the weight of twenty-five years of violence. They'd seen the worst of what I was and chosen to stay anyway.

That meant something.

That meant everything.



Vivienne stirred beside me, violet eyes fluttering open.

"Morning," she mumbled.

"Morning."

"What time is it?"

"Late. Elise is already up."

"Of course she is. Overachiever." She stretched, the blankets falling away to reveal her body—the curves I knew so well now, the pale skin marked with faint bruises from the night before. "Do we have to get up?"

"Eventually."

"Eventually is later." She curled back against me. "Five more minutes."

"Five more minutes," I agreed.

We lay together in the morning light, warm and comfortable, the sounds of the village waking up around us.

Five minutes turned into ten, then twenty.

Eventually, Elise's voice drifted up the stairs: "If you two don't come down and help, you're not getting any breakfast!"

Vivienne groaned. "She's a tyrant."

"She makes excellent eggs."

"Fine. But only because of the eggs."

We dressed and went downstairs to face the day.



The festival's aftermath was everywhere.

Colored banners hung limp in the morning air, garlands wilted in doorways, and more than a few villagers moved slowly, nursing hangovers of varying severity. The market square was littered with the debris of celebration—dropped ribbons, discarded food, one shoe of mysterious origin.

"Who loses a single shoe at a festival?" Vivienne asked, poking it with her foot.

"Someone having a very good time," Elise said. "Or a very bad one."

"Fair point."

We spent the morning cleaning—both the tavern and, at Bram's request, helping with the square. The whole village pitched in, working together to restore order to the chaos. By noon, Millbrook looked almost normal again.

"Same time next year?" Old Tam asked, leaning on his broom.

"If we're still standing," I said.

"You'll be standing. You're too stubborn to do anything else." He clapped me on the shoulder. "Good festival, Garrett. The best we've had in years."

"The tavern helped."

"The tavern was just a building. You made it into something more." He winked. "Those girls of yours too. Village hasn't seen this much excitement since... well, ever."

"We aim to please."

"You aim for trouble, more like. But trouble has a way of keeping things interesting." He wandered off, whistling a tune from last night's singing.

I watched him go, feeling oddly sentimental.

This was home now. This village, these people, this life I'd stumbled into.

I was starting to think I never wanted to leave.


Chapter 18: Storm Clouds

The week after Midsummer was quiet.

Too quiet, I was starting to realize. The kind of quiet that preceded something terrible.

Captain Thorne's scouts had gone silent. No reports, no updates, no messengers riding in from the forest patrols. Three days without word, then four, then five. By the sixth day, I knew something was wrong.

"Maybe they're just busy," Vivienne suggested, though her voice lacked conviction. "Scouting takes time."

"Scouts report regularly. That's the whole point." I stared out the tavern window at the northern road. "Something's happened."

"You think it's the wave?"

"I think something is."



The answer came that afternoon.

A single rider appeared on the northern road—not one of Thorne's scouts, but a farmer from one of the outlying homesteads. His horse was lathered, his face pale with terror, and he nearly fell from the saddle when he reached the village square.

"Monsters!" he gasped as people gathered around. "Goblins—dozens of them—they hit the Thornwood settlement at dawn. Killed the livestock, burned the barns. We barely got the families out."

"How many?" I pushed through the crowd to reach him. "How many goblins?"

"Fifty, maybe more. And something else—something bigger. I didn't get a good look, but it was leading them. Organizing them." The farmer's hands were shaking. "Goblins don't organize. They don't work together like that. But these ones..."

"Where did they go after the attack?"

"South. Toward Millbrook." He looked at me with desperate eyes. "They're coming here, aren't they? The Sword Saint—you have to do something."

The crowd murmured, turning to me with a mixture of hope and fear.

"Get everyone inside," I said. "Bar the doors, shutter the windows. I need to speak with Captain Thorne."



Thorne met me at the garrison with grim news.

"We found the scouts," she said. "Or what was left of them. The patrol that went into the deep forest three days ago—all dead. Something tore them apart."

"Something?"

"Not goblins. Something bigger. Stronger." She spread a map across her desk, pointing to the marked locations. "The attacks are following a pattern. They started here, in the deep forest, and they're spreading outward. Each wave hits a little closer to populated areas."

"They're testing defenses."

"That's what I think too. Probing for weaknesses." She looked up at me. "This isn't random monster activity, Garrett. This is coordinated. Something intelligent is directing them."

"A monster lord?"

"Maybe. Or something worse." She folded the map. "I've sent word to the regional garrison, but reinforcements won't arrive for at least a week. Until then, we're on our own."

"How many soldiers do you have?"

"Thirty. Well-trained, but thirty won't hold against a wave."

"Then we don't try to hold. We evacuate."

"To where? Thornhaven is the closest fortified position, and it's a day's ride. If the wave hits while people are on the road—"

"Then we buy them time." I met her eyes. "I'll hold the line while you get the villagers to safety."

"You're one man."

"I'm the Sword Saint. One man is sometimes enough."



I called a village meeting that evening.

The common room of The Weary Dragon was packed—every adult in Millbrook, it seemed, crammed into a space meant for half as many. Bram stood near the front with the other community leaders. Old Tam had brought his grandson, holding the boy's hand tightly. Sister Anna watched from the corner, her expression grave.

"You all know why we're here," I began. "Monster activity in the region has escalated. A settlement was attacked this morning, and the creatures are moving this direction."

Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

"Captain Thorne and I have developed a plan. Tomorrow at dawn, the village will evacuate to Thornhaven. The garrison will escort you—every wagon, every cart, everyone who can walk or ride."

"And what about you?" Bram asked.

"I'll stay behind. Buy you time if the monsters arrive before you reach safety."

"Alone? Against a wave?"

"I've faced worse."

"When you were younger," Old Tam said quietly. "When you had an army at your back."

"I don't need an army. I just need to hold them long enough for you to get clear." I looked around the room at the faces I'd come to know—the farmers and craftsmen, the mothers and children, the ordinary people who'd become my neighbors. "This village took me in when I needed somewhere to disappear. You accepted me when you learned who I really was. I won't let that generosity go unrewarded."

"We could fight," one of the younger men said. "Stay and defend our homes."

"No. Your lives matter more than buildings. Homes can be rebuilt." I softened my voice. "I know this is hard. I know you're scared. But trust me—running is the right choice. Sometimes the bravest thing you can do is live to fight another day."

Silence fell over the room.

Then Elise stepped forward, her blue hair catching the lamplight.

"I'm staying with him," she said.

"Elise—"

"Don't argue." Her eyes met mine, fierce and determined. "You promised we'd face things together. All of us. I'm holding you to that."

"Me too," Vivienne said, moving to stand beside Elise. "If you think I'm running while you play hero, you're even more deluded than I thought."

"This isn't—"

"Up for debate? You're right. It's not." Vivienne crossed her arms. "We stay."

I looked at them—the two women I'd somehow ended up loving more than life itself—and felt my heart crack.

"You could die."

"So could you." Elise took my hand. "That's the point. We face it together, or not at all."



The evacuation began at first light.

Wagons loaded with essentials lined the main road, children crying, adults grim-faced but determined. Captain Thorne's soldiers moved among them, organizing, directing, keeping the chaos to a minimum.

"You're sure about this?" Thorne asked, watching the procession begin its slow journey south.

"No. But I'm doing it anyway."

"That's either very brave or very stupid."

"Why does everyone keep saying that?"

She almost smiled. "Because it's true." She clasped my forearm in a warrior's grip. "Hold as long as you can. If it gets too bad—"

"I'll retreat. I'm not looking to die today."

"Good. The world needs its heroes alive." She mounted her horse. "Goddess watch over you, Sword Saint."

"And you, Captain."

She rode off to join the column, and I watched until the last wagon disappeared over the southern hill.

Then I turned to face the north.



Elise and Vivienne had prepared the tavern for siege.

Shutters reinforced, doors barricaded, water and food stockpiled in the cellar. It wasn't much—a tavern wasn't a fortress—but it was something.

"You should have gone with them," I said, for perhaps the twentieth time.

"And you should stop saying that," Vivienne replied, for perhaps the twenty-first. "We made our choice."

"It's a stupid choice."

"Then we're stupid together." She handed me a cup of tea. "Drink. You need to stay focused."

I drank. It was good tea—Elise's blend, with honey and a hint of mint.

"What do we do now?" Elise asked. "Just... wait?"

"We wait. We watch." I moved to the window, peering through the gap in the shutters. "If I know monster behavior, they'll hit at dusk. They prefer to attack when the light is failing."

"How comforting."

"Wasn't meant to be."

The hours crawled by. We ate a quiet lunch, spoke little, listened to the silence outside. The village felt like a ghost town with everyone gone—doors hanging open, streets empty, the only sound the wind rustling through abandoned gardens.

Around mid-afternoon, I felt it.

A wrongness in the air. A pressure, like the world holding its breath. The same feeling I'd had before the corrupted anchor stone, but stronger. Deeper.

"They're coming," I said.



The first goblins appeared as the sun touched the horizon.

They came from the treeline in a wave—not the disorganized rabble I'd expected, but disciplined ranks, moving with purpose. Fifty, a hundred, more pouring from the forest with every passing moment.

And behind them, something else.

It was massive—eight feet tall, built like a nightmare made flesh. Thick grey hide, tusks jutting from a face that was almost human in its intelligence. An ogre, but not like any ogre I'd seen before. This one moved with purpose, directing the goblins with grunts and gestures, coordinating their advance like a general commanding troops.

"What is that?" Vivienne breathed from beside me.

"Trouble." I drew Dawnbreaker, feeling the blade hum with anticipation. "Stay inside. No matter what happens, stay inside."

"Garrett—"

"Promise me."

She hesitated. Then nodded.

I walked out to meet them.



The goblins faltered when they saw me.

Just one man, standing alone in the village square, sword drawn. They'd been expecting prey—farmers and merchants, easy kills. Not a warrior radiating killing intent so thick it was almost visible.

I could have ended it immediately. The full power the Sword Saint could unleash would have scythed through them like wheat. But the tavern was fifty yards behind me. Elise and Vivienne were inside. My kind of power didn't discriminate between goblins and buildings at close range. I'd seen what happened when heroes fought without restraint near civilian structures. I'd buried too many bodies afterward.

So I decided to fight the old-fashioned way.

The ogre didn't falter. It pushed through its troops and faced me across fifty yards of empty ground, its intelligent eyes assessing.

"Human," it said. Its voice was like grinding stones — but the words were clear, precise, wrong coming from an ogre's mouth. Ogres could barely string three words together. This one spoke like something else was thinking through it. "You stay. Others run. Why?"

"This is my home. I protect it."

"Home?" The ogre laughed—a horrible sound. "Home is rubble soon. Nothing left. Only bones."

"You're welcome to try."

It studied me for a long moment. Then its eyes widened with something like recognition.

"You. You are the one. The Saint of Swords." It bared its tusks in what might have been a grin. "Master will be pleased. Killing you—great honor."

"Master?"

"Coming. Soon. Preparing the way." The ogre raised one massive arm, signaling its troops. "But first—you die."

The goblins charged.



I moved.

Dawnbreaker sang as it cut through the first wave—five goblins dead before they knew what was happening, their bodies falling in pieces. I flowed through them like water, the old instincts returning, the battle-sense I'd tried so hard to forget.

Cut. Dodge. Cut. Spin. Cut.

The goblins were nothing. Individually weak, poorly armed, no match for a trained warrior. But there were so many of them, and they just kept coming, wave after wave, throwing themselves at me with suicidal determination.

I killed twenty. Thirty. Fifty. The square ran red with blood, bodies piling up, the survivors scrambling over their fallen comrades to reach me.

"More!" the ogre bellowed. "All of you! Kill him!"

They came from every direction now—not just the front but the flanks, circling, trying to overwhelm with sheer numbers. I spun and cut, creating a circle of death around myself, but I couldn't be everywhere.

One got through. I felt its blade scrape my ribs—a shallow cut, nothing serious, but a warning. Then another, catching my leg. Then another.

Too many. Annoyingly many. Enough that I might actually run the risk of true injury if I didn’t take this a little seriously.

They were driving me back — away from the tavern, into the open square where the buildings were stone and the blast radius wouldn't matter.

Good enough.

I reached for the power I'd kept suppressed. The strength I'd hidden away, the full might of the Sword Saint, the thing that had let me kill the Demon King.

Dawnbreaker blazed with golden light.

The goblins hesitated, blinded, shielding their eyes. In that moment of confusion, I struck.

Not individual cuts anymore. A single massive swing, Dawnbreaker carving an arc of pure destruction, the blade extending into a crescent of golden energy that swept through everything in its path.

Fifty goblins died in an instant.

The survivors broke and ran, their animal instincts overwhelming whatever discipline the ogre had imposed. They fled back toward the forest, shrieking in terror, leaving their dead behind.

The ogre didn't run.

"Impressive," it said, striding forward. "But not enough. Not for me."

It swung a fist the size of a boulder. I dodged, barely, feeling the wind of its passage. It swung again, and again, driving me back with relentless power.

This wasn't a mindless beast. It fought with technique, with strategy, pressing its advantages, covering its weaknesses. Whatever this thing was, it had been trained — and it was fast. Faster than any ogre had a right to be.

I knew magical experimentation when I saw it. Someone had interfered with this.

Each blow came from an angle I didn't expect, each counter came a half-second sooner than it should have. I'd burned through most of my reserves on the golden crescent, and what was left had to go into speed and reflexes just to stay alive.

I found an opening and took it—Dawnbreaker slashing across its chest. The blade bit deep, golden light flaring, but the ogre barely flinched. It grabbed me by the throat and lifted me off the ground.

"Strong," it admitted, squeezing. "But old. Tired. The world has new monsters now."

An arrow sprouted from its eye.

The ogre roared, dropping me, clawing at its face. I hit the ground gasping, looked up to see Elise at the tavern window, bow in hand, already nocking another arrow.

"Get away from him!" she screamed.

Another arrow flew, catching the ogre in the throat. It staggered, blood pouring from its wounds, finally showing pain.

I grabbed Dawnbreaker and drove it through the ogre's heart.

It looked down at the blade, then at me. Something like respect flickered in its remaining eye.

"Master comes," it whispered. "Nothing stops Master. Nothing—"

It died.



The village square was a charnel house.

Bodies everywhere, blood soaking into the dirt, the stench of death thick in the air. I stood among the carnage, covered in gore, breathing hard.

Elise and Vivienne emerged from the tavern and ran to me.

"You're hurt," Elise said, seeing the cuts on my ribs and leg.

"I'll live." I looked at the dead ogre. "That arrow shot was incredible."

"I had motivation." She was shaking, the bow trembling in her hands. "I thought it was going to kill you."

"It wouldn’t have." I pulled her close, then reached for Vivienne too. "But it would have cost many more lives. Thank you. Both of you."

"We're a team," Vivienne said. "That's what teams do."

We stood together in the bloody square, holding each other, as the last light of day faded.

The wave had been stopped. For now.

But the ogre's words echoed in my mind.

Master comes. Nothing stops Master.

Whatever was stirring in the deep forest, this had only been the beginning.


Chapter 19: Aftermath

The night after the battle was long.

We couldn't stay in the square—not with the bodies, the blood, the stench of death thick in the air. So we retreated to the tavern, barricaded the doors again, and waited for dawn.

I sat at one of the tables while Elise cleaned my wounds. The cuts on my ribs and leg weren't deep, but they needed tending. She worked in silence, her hands steady despite the tremor I could see in her shoulders.

"You're angry," I said.

"I'm terrified." She dabbed at the gash on my ribs with a cloth soaked in alcohol. I hissed at the sting. "You almost died out there."

"But I didn't."

"Because I got lucky with an arrow." She tied off the bandage with more force than necessary. "What if I'd missed? What if I'd hesitated?"

"But you didn't."

"That's not the point!" She sat back, tears suddenly streaming down her face. "I watched that thing lift you off the ground. I watched it squeeze, and I thought—I thought—"

I pulled her into my arms. She buried her face against my chest, sobbing, all the fear she'd suppressed during the battle finally breaking free.

"I'm sorry," I murmured into her hair. "I'm sorry I scared you."

"Don't be sorry. Just—don't do it again."

"I can't promise that."

"I know." She pulled back, wiping her eyes. "I know you can't. That's what makes this so hard."

Vivienne appeared from the kitchen with three mugs of something warm. She'd been quiet since the battle—processing, I suspected. She set down the drinks and settled into the chair across from us.

"Tea," she said. "With brandy. Lots of brandy."

"Thank you."

We drank in silence, the three of us, while the candles burned low and the night stretched on.



"What did it mean?" Vivienne asked eventually. "The thing the ogre said. About a master."

"I don't know." I stared into my mug. "Ogres don't usually serve anyone. They're too proud, too territorial. For one to follow orders, to call something else 'master'..."

"It would have to be something stronger than an ogre."

"Much stronger." I thought about the Demon War, about the things I'd faced in those dark years. "During the war, the Demon King had generals. Creatures of immense power who commanded his armies. We killed most of them when we killed him, but..."

"But?"

"But we never found them all. Some fled. Some went into hiding." I met Vivienne's eyes. "If one of them survived, if it's been building strength all these years..."

"Then this wasn't a monster wave. It was a scouting party."

"Maybe. Or a test." I set down my mug. "Either way, whatever's out there knows about me now. Knows I'm here, knows I'm still capable of fighting."

"Is that bad?"

"It might make it come faster. Or it might make it more cautious." I shook my head. "I don't know. I need more information."

Elise had been silent through this exchange, but now she spoke up. "What do we do?"

"For now? We survive. We rebuild. We prepare." I reached across the table and took both their hands. "And we don't face whatever comes next alone."



Dawn came grey and overcast.

We emerged from the tavern to survey the damage in proper light. The square looked even worse than I remembered—bodies everywhere, blood dried to rust-brown stains on the cobblestones, the stench of death heavy despite the morning breeze.

"We need to burn them," I said. "Before disease sets in."

"I'll start gathering wood," Vivienne offered.

"I'll help," Elise said.

We worked through the morning, dragging goblin corpses into piles, stacking wood around them, setting them alight. The smoke rose thick and black, carrying the smell of burning flesh across the empty village.

It was grim work. Necessary, but grim.

By noon, the worst of it was done. The square was still stained, still scarred, but at least the bodies were gone. We stood together watching the last fire burn down, exhausted and filthy.

"I need a bath," Vivienne announced.

"We all need a bath," Elise agreed.

"The well is still working. We can heat water in the kitchen."

"That sounds like the best idea anyone's had all day."



We bathed together, because none of us wanted to be alone.

The kitchen was warm, the water steaming in the big copper tub Elise used for laundry. It wasn't designed for three people, but we made it work—tangled together, limbs overlapping, taking turns washing each other's hair.

"This is nice," Vivienne murmured, her head resting on my shoulder while Elise worked soap through her white hair.

"The bath or the company?"

"Both." She smiled, tired but genuine. "I never thought I'd find this, you know. People who actually care about me. A place that feels like home."

"You have it now."

"I know. That's what scares me." She turned to look at me. "I have so much to lose."

"So do I." I kissed her forehead. "So does Elise. That's what it means to love someone."

"When did you get so wise?"

"I've always been wise. You just weren't paying attention."

She laughed and splashed water at me.

Elise finished with Vivienne's hair and moved to mine, her fingers working through the tangles with practiced ease. "Your turn."

"I can wash my own hair."

"But you won't do it properly. You'll just dunk your head and call it clean." She dug her nails into my scalp, and I groaned despite myself. "See? You need someone to take care of you."

"I'm supposed to be the one taking care of you."

"We take care of each other. That's how this works."

I couldn't argue with that.



Clean and dressed in fresh clothes, we ate a late lunch in the common room.

The tavern felt strange without customers—quiet, empty, waiting. But it was still standing. Still ours.

"When do you think the villagers will come back?" Vivienne asked.

"A few days, probably. Thorne will want to make sure the threat is really gone before she lets them return." I chewed a piece of bread. "We should have the place ready for them."

"Ready how?"

"Clean. Stocked. Welcoming." I gestured at the room. "They're going to come home to a bloodstained square and burned corpses. The least we can do is give them somewhere warm to drink and forget about it."

"Always thinking about the tavern."

"The tavern is what holds the village together. It's not just a business—it's a gathering place, a community center." I smiled slightly. "Harwick understood that. It's why he ran it for thirty years."

"And now you run it."

"Now we run it. All three of us."

Elise and Vivienne exchanged a look—that silent communication they'd developed.

"Partners," Elise said.

"Partners," Vivienne agreed.

"Partners," I confirmed.



That night, we slept in my room together.

Not for sex—we were all too exhausted, too wrung out from the past day's events. Just warmth, closeness, the comfort of bodies pressed together in the dark.

Vivienne was in the middle, her head on my chest, her hand holding Elise's across my stomach. Elise was curled against my side, her breath warm on my shoulder. I lay awake for a long time, listening to them breathe, feeling their heartbeats.

Two women. Both fierce, both brave, both carrying scars from lives that had tried to break them. They'd found each other, found me, built something together that none of us had expected.

I'd come to Millbrook looking for peace. Instead, I'd found a family.

Strange how life worked out sometimes.



The villagers returned three days later.

They came in a long column—wagons and carts, families on foot, Captain Thorne's soldiers providing escort. I met them at the edge of town, cleaned up as best I could, the square behind me scrubbed and the fires long cold.

"It's over?" Bram asked, climbing down from his wagon.

"For now."

"For now." He looked past me at the village, at the obvious signs of battle despite our cleanup efforts. "How bad was it?"

"Bad enough. Over a hundred goblins, plus something bigger." I met his eyes. "I handled it."

"Alone?"

"Elise and Vivienne helped. Elise saved my life, actually."

Bram glanced toward the tavern, where both women stood watching. "Sounds like you found yourself some good partners."

"The best."

"Well then." He clapped me on the shoulder. "Let's get everyone settled. I imagine there's going to be a lot of drinking tonight."

"The tavern's ready for them."

"Of course it is." He grinned. "You're a good man, Garrett Ironwood. Hero or not."

"Just a tavern keeper."

"Sure you are."



The evening was exactly what I'd predicted—the whole village crammed into The Weary Dragon, drinking and talking and processing what had happened. There were tears, laughter, arguments, reconciliations. All the messy human emotions that came after a crisis.

I worked the bar while Elise and Vivienne handled the floor, pouring drinks and serving food and listening to stories. It felt normal, somehow. Familiar. Like the battle had been a bad dream we were all waking up from.

"To the Sword Saint!" someone shouted around midnight, raising their mug.

"To the Sword Saint!" the room echoed.

I raised my own mug in acknowledgment, embarrassed by the attention.

"And to his lovely ladies!" Bram added. "Who apparently saved his legendary ass!"

Laughter rippled through the crowd. Elise flushed pink; Vivienne curtseyed with exaggerated formality.

"To the tavern!" Old Tam countered. "May it always have good ale and better company!"

"To the tavern!" everyone agreed.

We drank, and for a moment, everything was right with the world.



Later, after the crowd had finally thinned and the door was locked behind the last customer, the three of us sat together in the empty common room.

"Hell of a week," Vivienne said.

"Hell of a few months," Elise corrected.

"Hell of a life," I added.

They both laughed, and I felt something warm bloom in my chest.

"What now?" Vivienne asked. "The wave is stopped, the village is safe, Victor is... temporarily dealt with. What do we do with ourselves?"

"We live." I pulled them both close. "We run the tavern, serve the customers, learn to bake bread that doesn't try to kill anyone. We be normal."

"Normal." Elise tested the word. "I'm not sure I remember what that feels like."

"Neither do I. But I'd like to find out." I kissed her forehead, then Vivienne's. "Together."

"Together," they agreed.

We sat in comfortable silence, watching the fire burn low, three people who'd found something unexpected in each other.

Outside, the village slept. And somewhere in the deep forest, something was waiting.

But that was a problem for another day.


Chapter 20: The Wanderer

Two weeks passed.

Life in Millbrook slowly returned to normal—or as normal as it could be after a monster attack. The bloodstains faded from the square, the burned patches of grass grew back green, and the villagers settled into their routines with the determined resilience of people who'd survived worse.

The mornings were my favorite.

I woke early, as always, but now there was warmth beside me—Elise, her blue hair spread across the pillow, her breath soft and even. I watched her sleep for a moment before slipping out of bed, careful not to wake her.

The kitchen was quiet at this hour. I started the fire, put water on to boil, began the familiar ritual of preparing for the day. Flour, yeast, salt. The bread wouldn't make itself.

"You're up early."

Vivienne appeared in the doorway, wrapped in a blanket, her white hair a tangled mess. She'd taken to sleeping in her own room most nights, but she always found her way to the kitchen for tea.

"Someone has to start the bread."

"Someone could also sleep past dawn for once in their life." She shuffled to the table and collapsed into a chair. "Tea?"

"Water's almost ready."

She made a sound that might have been gratitude and laid her head on the table.

I smiled and kept working.



By the time Elise joined us, the bread was rising and breakfast was nearly ready.

"You let me sleep in," she accused, though there was no real heat in it.

"You needed rest."

"I needed to help."

"You can help by eating." I set a plate in front of her—eggs, bacon, toast from yesterday's loaf. "Sit. Eat. That's an order."

"You're very bossy for a retired hero."

"Retired heroes are the bossiest kind."

Vivienne lifted her head long enough to steal a piece of bacon from Elise's plate. Elise swatted at her hand but missed.

"Thief," Elise said.

"Hungry," Vivienne countered.

"You have your own plate."

"Yours tastes better."

"They're literally the same."

"And yet."

I watched them bicker, feeling that familiar warmth in my chest. This was what I'd been fighting for. Not grand battles or legendary deeds—just this. Breakfast with the people I loved, the smell of fresh bread, the morning light streaming through the windows.

Simple things. The best things.



Market day brought the usual chaos.

The square was packed with farmers and merchants, the air filled with the sounds of haggling and gossip. I made my rounds while Elise held down the tavern, gathering supplies and catching up with the villagers.

"Garrett!" Mira the blacksmith's apprentice waved from her stall. "Got those spearheads you ordered. Finest steel in the region."

"Let's see them."

She produced a bundle wrapped in oilcloth—a dozen spearheads, gleaming and sharp. Good work. Professional.

"These are excellent."

"Learned from the best." She grinned. "Da says if you need more weapons, just say the word. After what you did for the village, anything you need is priority."

"I'm hoping we won't need more."

"Yeah, well." Her grin faded slightly. "Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. That's what Da always says."

"Your father's a wise man."

"Don't tell him that. His head's big enough already."

I paid for the spearheads and moved on, stopping at Old Tam's stall for vegetables, at Hilda's for a new apron Elise had requested, at the baker's for sweets that Vivienne pretended she didn't like but always devoured.

"The Sword Saint, doing his shopping like a regular person," Bram observed, falling into step beside me. "Never thought I'd see the day."

"Even legends need to eat."

"True enough." He matched my pace as we walked. "How are your ladies? Settling in?"

"They're not 'my' ladies."

"Sure they're not." He chuckled. "The whole village knows, Garrett. You three aren't exactly subtle."

"Is that a problem?"

"Problem? No. Entertainment? Absolutely." He slapped my shoulder. "Relax. Nobody cares who's sharing whose bed. We're just happy to see you happy. You were too grim when you first arrived."

"Grim?"

"Like a man waiting to die. Now you look like a man with something to live for." He nodded toward the tavern. "That's worth more than any monster you've killed."

I didn't have a response to that.



Vivienne's baking had improved dramatically.

"Try this," she said that afternoon, thrusting a small pastry into my hands. "I made it myself. No help from Elise."

I examined the pastry suspiciously. It was... actually pastry-shaped. Golden brown, flaky-looking, with some kind of fruit filling visible through the latticed top.

"You're sure this won't try to kill me?"

"Seventy percent sure." She crossed her arms. "Just eat it."

I took a bite.

It was good. Actually good—sweet and buttery, the fruit filling tart and fresh. I chewed slowly, savoring it, watching Vivienne's expression shift from defiance to uncertainty to desperate hope.

"Well?"

"It's delicious."

"Really?" Her face lit up. "You're not just saying that?"

"I'm not just saying that. This is genuinely excellent." I took another bite. "What did you do differently?"

"I followed the recipe. Actually followed it, I mean. Instead of deciding I knew better." She ducked her head, embarrassed. "Elise suggested that maybe my 'improvements' were the problem."

"Elise is a wise woman."

"Don't tell her that. Her head's big enough already."

I laughed and finished the pastry. "Make more of these. We can sell them."

"Sell them?" Vivienne's eyes went wide. "You think people would actually pay for something I made?"

"I think people would pay good money for something this delicious." I pulled her close and kissed her forehead. "I'm proud of you."

She flushed pink but didn't pull away. "It's just a pastry."

"It's not just a pastry. It's proof that you can do anything you set your mind to." I cupped her face. "Former princess, current baker, future whatever-you-want-to-be. You're extraordinary, Vivienne."

"Stop." But she was smiling. "You're going to make me cry."

"Would that be so bad?"

"Yes. I have a reputation to maintain."

"What reputation?"

"The bratty, spoiled, impossible one." She rose on her toes and kissed me properly. "Don't tell anyone I'm actually nice."

"Your secret's safe with me."



The evening rush hit hard.

Word had spread about the battle, about the Sword Saint holding the line while the village evacuated. Travelers came from all over the region to see the legendary hero, to drink at his tavern, to hear the story firsthand. Business had never been better.

"Another round for table four," Vivienne called, weaving through the packed common room.

"Coming up." I poured the ales and slid them across the bar. "Busy night."

"Every night is busy now. We're famous."

"Infamous, more like."

"Same thing, different spin." She winked and disappeared back into the crowd.

Elise emerged from the kitchen with plates of stew, her blue hair pinned up against the heat. She'd been cooking nonstop since the evening rush began, and she looked exhausted—but also happy. Fulfilled in a way I hadn't seen before.

"You're staring again," she said as she passed.

"Can you blame me?"

"No. But you could help instead of mooning."

"I'm working the bar."

"You're leaning on the bar. There's a difference."

I laughed and got back to work.



Around ten, there was a brief lull.

The first wave of customers had eaten and moved on to serious drinking, but the late-night crowd hadn't arrived yet. I took the opportunity to step outside, breathing in the cool evening air.

The village square was peaceful under the stars. Hard to believe that two weeks ago, it had been a battlefield. Hard to believe I'd fought for my life right where Mrs. Hendricks was now walking her dog.

"Taking a break?"

Elise appeared beside me, two mugs of cider in hand. She offered one, and I took it gratefully.

"Just thinking."

"About what?"

"About how different things are now. Compared to when I arrived." I sipped the cider. "I came here expecting to be alone. Expecting to spend my remaining years in quiet obscurity, tending bar until I died."

"And instead?"

"Instead I found you. Both of you." I turned to look at her. "I found a home."

"You sound surprised."

"I am surprised. I didn't think I was capable of this anymore. Of loving someone. Of being loved." I set down the mug and pulled her close. "You and Vivienne... you gave me something I didn't know I was missing."

"What's that?"

"A reason to keep living."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she kissed me—soft, sweet, full of feeling.

"We should get back inside," she murmured against my lips. "Before Vivienne burns the place down."

"She's gotten better."

"At baking. Not at managing a crowded tavern."

We went back inside, hand in hand.



The crowd began to thin around midnight.

The regulars had gone home, the travelers had retired to their rooms upstairs (we'd finally gotten all six in working order), and only a handful of dedicated drinkers remained. I was wiping down the bar, thinking about sleep, when the door burst open.

A woman stumbled through.

She was young—mid-twenties, maybe—with wild purple hair that fell in tangles past her shoulders. Her traveling clothes were torn and singed, her face smudged with soot and what looked like dried blood. A gnarled wooden staff was clutched in one hand, crackling faintly with residual magic. A battered wide-brimmed witch's hat sat askew on her head, the brim frayed, dried wildflowers pinned to the band

But beneath the dirt and damage, she was striking. High cheekbones, full lips, eyes the color of amethysts that caught the firelight as she scanned the room. She was thin — the kind of thin that came from eating badly for too long, all sharp angles and visible collarbones — but the bones underneath were good. She needed proper food and rest, I could tell, but even as she was now she was sure to turn heads.

"Drink," she announced to no one in particular. "I need a drink. Several drinks. All the drinks."

She weaved toward the bar with the careful deliberation of someone already half-drunk, collapsed onto a stool, and fixed me with those purple eyes.

"You. Barkeep. Ale. Now. Please." She paused, considering. "Actually, skip the ale. What's the strongest thing you have?"

"Thornhaven whiskey. It'll put hair on your chest."

"Perfect. I could use more hair." She slapped a gold coin on the bar—way too much for a single drink. "Keep them coming until I fall over or the money runs out."

I poured her a generous measure. She downed it in one swallow, shuddered dramatically, and held out the glass for more.

"Rough night?" I asked, pouring again.

"Rough week. Rough month. Rough life." She drank the second shot only slightly slower than the first. "Do you have any idea what's going on out there? In the forest?"

"I have some idea."

"Then you know more than me, and I've been hip-deep in it for three days." She gestured vaguely with her glass. "Monsters everywhere. Goblins, orcs, things I don't even have names for. All moving south, all organized, all absolutely determined to eat my face."

"You fought through them?"

"Burned, mostly. I'm a mage." She wiggled her fingers, and purple sparks danced between them. "Lily Ashvale, wandering practitioner of the arcane arts, currently very tired and slightly singed." She squinted at me. "You look familiar. Have we met?"

"I don't think so."

"Hmm." She studied me with surprising intensity for someone on her third whiskey. "You're built like a fighter. Carry yourself like one too. But you're tending bar in a village tavern." Her eyes widened suddenly. "Wait. Wait wait wait. The Sword Saint. The one everyone's talking about."

"Some people call me that."

"Holy shit." She laughed—a bright, surprised sound. "I've been looking for you."

"You have?"

"Well, not you specifically. But someone who knows what's happening. Someone who might actually be able to help." She leaned forward, and despite her inebriation, her expression was deadly serious. "There's something in the forest. Something big. The monsters aren't just migrating—they're fleeing. Running from something that scares them more than humans do."

"We've noticed."

"Have you noticed the dead zones? Patches of forest where nothing grows anymore? Where the very earth feels wrong?" She leaned forward. "There are old anchor stones in these forests — pre-war markers that used to stabilize the land. Xarathis has been corrupting them, turning them into relay points for its power. It's how it spreads influence without moving from its den."

"I purified one of those stones weeks ago," I said. "With the village priestess."

Lily's eyebrows shot up. "You — that might explain the acceleration. The anchors were a slow delivery system. Remove one, and Xarathis has to push harder through the remaining network. More force, less subtlety." She shook her head. "You did the right thing — that stone was poisoning everything around it. But it also told Xarathis someone here knows what they're doing."

"Corruption."

"Worse than corruption. This is something old. Something that shouldn't exist anymore." She met my eyes. "The Demon War ended fifteen years ago. But I think one of the generals survived. And I think it's waking up."

A chill ran down my spine.

"How do you know about the generals?"

"I'm a researcher. Was a researcher, before my university burned down. I've spent years studying the war, the demons, the aftermath." She finished her third whiskey and finally slowed down, cradling the empty glass. "There were seven generals under the Demon King. The Five Heroes killed four during the final battle. One was confirmed dead shortly after. One was captured and executed."

"That's six."

"That's six." She nodded. "The seventh was never found. Xarathis the Corruptor, they called it. A demon lord with power over decay and transformation. It could twist living things into monsters, corrupt the land itself, turn entire armies into mindless slaves."

"I remember." The memories were hazy, buried under years of trying to forget. "We never engaged it directly. It vanished before the final battle."

"Vanished. Or hid." Lily set down her glass. "I think it's been hiding in that forest for over a decade. Building strength. Creating an army. And now it's finally ready to move."

The common room had gone quiet. I realized Elise and Vivienne had approached during the conversation, both listening with pale faces.

"If you're right," I said slowly, "if Xarathis really survived..."

"Then those goblins you fought were just the beginning. The first wave of something much, much worse." Lily smiled grimly. "Congratulations, Sword Saint. You're about to come out of retirement."



We gave her a room for the night—free of charge, over her protests.

"I can pay," she insisted, wobbling slightly as Vivienne helped her up the stairs.

"Consider it professional courtesy. One monster-fighter to another."

"That's... very kind." She paused at her door, turning back to look at me with those striking purple eyes. "I meant what I said, you know. About Xarathis. I've been tracking this thing for two years. All the signs point to this region, this forest." She swallowed. "I came here hoping to find someone who could actually do something about it. Finding the Sword Saint was more than I expected."

"What did you expect to find?"

"A village full of corpses, probably." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "This thing has destroyed everything in its path. The fact that Millbrook is still standing is practically a miracle."

"Or good planning."

"Or that." She leaned against the doorframe, exhaustion finally catching up with her. "Can we talk more tomorrow? When I'm sober and not hallucinating from sleep deprivation?"

"Of course."

"Good. Because I have a lot more to tell you. Maps, research, patterns of attack." She yawned enormously. "And I think you're going to need all of it."

She disappeared into her room, and I heard the bed creak as she collapsed onto it.

I stood in the hallway for a long moment, processing.



Downstairs, Elise and Vivienne were waiting.

"Another beautiful woman showing up at your door," Vivienne observed. "Are you collecting us?"

"She's a mage. A researcher. She has information about what's in the forest."

"Uh huh. And her being gorgeous is just a coincidence?"

"Vivienne."

"I'm just saying." But she was smiling. "What did she tell you? About the thing in the forest?"

I sat down heavily. "She thinks it's a demon general. One of the ones we never killed during the war."

The smile faded from Vivienne's face. Elise's hand found mine under the table.

"How bad?" Elise asked quietly.

"Bad. If she's right... the attack we survived was nothing. A scouting party. The real threat is still out there, building strength." I met their eyes. "This isn't over. It's barely begun."

Silence stretched between us.

"Then we prepare," Vivienne said finally. "Like we did before."

"This is different. A demon general isn't something you prepare for. It's something you run from, or you die."

"You killed the Demon King."

"I had help. The Five Heroes, the armies of three kingdoms, years of preparation." I shook my head. "I'm one man with a sword. Against something like Xarathis..."

"You're not one man." Elise squeezed my hand. "You have us. You have the village. You have Captain Thorne and the garrison." She glanced toward the stairs. "And apparently, you have a purple-haired mage with two years of research."

"It's not enough."

"Maybe not. But it's a start." She stood, pulling me with her. "Come to bed. Whatever's coming, it won't come tonight. You need rest."

She was right. I was exhausted, my mind spinning with dark possibilities.

But as I followed her up the stairs, I couldn't shake the feeling that everything was about to change.



In the deep forest, something stirred.

It had waited for so long. Fifteen years in the darkness, nursing its wounds, building its strength. The humans thought it was dead, forgotten, a relic of a war they'd already won.

They were wrong.

The scout had failed. The ogre it had created, the army it had sent—destroyed by a single human. But that human had revealed himself in the process. The Sword Saint. One of the five who had killed its master.

It remembered him. Remembered the golden blade, the terrible light, the way its kin had burned and died.

Now it knew where he was. What he protected. What he loved.

Soon, it thought, its consciousness spreading through the corrupted earth, touching the twisted things that served it. Soon, I will have my revenge. And this time, there will be no heroes left to stop me.

In the darkness, something that had once been a demon general smiled.

And began to plan.



END OF BOOK 1


AfterworD

Thank you for reading! This is a first collab for both of us, and we're super excited to bring it to you. We're making great progress on book 2; keep an eye out!
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