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Chapter 1
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The Blade of Prophecy weighed heavy in Chaddick's hands. He stared at it in stunned silence, as if wondering how it had gotten there.

What in all the hells is this?

He already knew the answer to that, of course: Headmaster Thornwick had just placed that very blade in Chaddick’s own damned hands. But the knowledge didn’t make it seem like less of a dream, his mind just couldn’t accept it.

Shock rippled across his skin in prickling, ice-cold waves.

The blade’s ancient steel felt warm as it hummed against his palms. Magical inscriptions glowed faint blue along the fuller, pulsing with his heartbeat. He sensed some kind of response from the weapon, as if his Destiny had awakened.

Or maybe it was just old magic getting excited about finally having someone hold it again.

But that someone couldn’t be him. Could it?

Headmaster Thornwick's voice boomed through the Grand Ceremonial Hall. "And so we name our newest Chosen One—Chaddick Questwell!"

Chosen one? Me? No. Nope. Not bloody likely.

It had to be a joke.

Yet, against all odds, the headmaster was not laughing.

Chaddick did his best to keep a heroic expression. Square jaw set just right. Slight noble tilt to his chin. Eyes focused on the middle distance where the stained-glass windows depicted legendary heroes doing legendary things. Slaying dragons. Saving maidens. Definitely not panicking internally about a cosmic clerical error.

There's been a mistake.

The crowd erupted in cheers. Marble columns threw the sound back at him. Enchanted banners rippled overhead despite the still air. Sunlight streamed through those hero-covered windows and painted him in reds and golds like the universe itself was trying to sell the lie.

It’s not supposed to be me. It should be a Legacy Hero. Someone like…

He scanned the assembled graduates and faculty. Found his target in the front row. Artemus Pendragon stood ramrod straight in his formal academy robes. Dark hair severely parted. Jaw clenched tight enough to crack teeth. Those fine spectacles caught the light and hid his eyes, but Chaddick knew what expression lived there.

Fury. Betrayal. Absolute certainty that the world had just committed an injustice.

And he wasn’t wrong.

Artemus actually studied the prophecies. Knew every historical Chosen One's lineage. Probably had flashcards. Definitely had flashcards. Chaddick had seen them once, each one covered in Artemus' cramped, meticulous handwriting: dates, names, bloodlines, all manner of theories about what each prophecy meant.

Meanwhile, Chaddick had spent his academy years in the training yard, honing his body and skills, not memorizing prophecy or the rules of heroic etiquette. His main goal was making sure his shoulders looked good in armor. He wasn’t vain. It was a strategic investment. Heroes who looked the part got the high-paying quests. Simple economics.

It was the same reason he’d been accepted to Ye Olde Hero Academy in the first place with a scholarship for “Heroic Potential.”

I got chosen because I look good on the recruitment posters. Not because I have any real potential. Hell, even my name is fake. ‘Chaddick Questwell?’ Really? What was I thinking… Hell, what were they thinking, buying that? And now here we are…

The thought settled in his chest like a stone.

Headmaster Thornwick gestured broadly. "The Chosen One will, of course, require appropriate support for his legendary journey. It is our honor to assign him a sidekick of the highest caliber."

Chaddick felt his breath catch. Did he say sidekick?

The standard academy sidekick assignment was nothing to get excited about for legacy heroes. They could afford the best of the best. Their families had been in the hero biz for as long as evil had stalked the world. They farted out enough gold to pay a top tier sidekick’s salary every time they took a dump—or so it seemed, the way they flashed their wealth around.

But for Chaddick? A heroic hack, blessed with nothing but a handsomely cleft chin and impressive pectoral muscles? He was unburdened by a prestigious lineage or the coin that came with it…

Maybe this Chosen One business could benefit him after all.

His assigned sidekick was probably someone fresh out of the support track. Eager. Undertrained. Cheap. But still better than nothing, which was what he’d been planning on getting. Some Non-Legacy heroes were able to earn their sidekicks through special quests, which were difficult to come by. More often, they had to earn enough coin grinding through entry-level quests to pay for one through the Heroes Guild.

Chaddick had already reviewed the contract terms. It would take him years to afford one on his own, which meant he’d be stuck grinding low-tier quests even longer.

Except…

"Goldie Guardlight, step forward."

The crowd murmured. Chaddick's eyebrows rose before he could school his expression back to heroic.

Guardlight?

Did he say ‘Guardlight?’

As in… the Guardlights?

The most famous support class family in the kingdom?

A figure emerged from the side gallery.

Oh, she was a Guardlight, all right. Hard to mistake those deceptively gentle Canin features—soft, floppy, honey-colored ears, warm brown eyes, fluffy tail currently held in a formal position that screamed discipline.

She stood about 5'7" in gleaming plate armor that caught the light like a beacon.

Despite their warm and fuzzy demeanors, Canin were known to be the fiercest and most loyal companions, much like the animals they were named for. And the Guardlight family was the most famous of all. Hells, Chaddick was pretty sure Artemus Pendragon’s great-grandfather had decreed their family would only use Guardlight sidekicks after that business with Arthur and Lancelot had gone so horrifically sideways…

This woman was a top-tier Paladin, by the looks of it. Had to be. That armor alone cost more than Chaddick's entire academy tuition—not that he’d paid for it, mind you. He couldn’t have. Which was kind of the point. She was way out of his league. The sword at her hip bore enchantment runes upon the hilt which he could see from the dais. Her shield, currently strapped to her back, looked like it could stop dragon's breath.

She climbed the steps to the dais, proud as a soldier and graceful as a dancer. The armor didn't even creak. Chaddick’s heart thudded harder with every step she took toward him. Had he really gone to school with this woman for the last four years and never noticed her? Hero and helper classes didn’t have a lot of overlap, so it was possible. But Lord, love a duck… he knew it wasn’t possible that he’d seen her and not taken notice.

She was gorgeous.

Goldie stopped before him. She saluted, crisp and perfect.

Her tail wagged.

Just once, slightly. Then back to formal position.

Her eyes shone with something that made Chaddick's chest tight. Earnest devotion. Complete faith. She looked at him like he actually was the hero everyone pretended he'd become.

She believes it. She actually believes I'm meant for this. Oh, shit…

"I, Goldie Guardlight, pledge my service to the Chosen One." Her voice carried through the hall, clear and strong without an ounce of hesitation. "My shield is your shield. My strength is your strength. Until death or duty's end."

It was the formal sidekick oath. As binding and serious as an oath could be. She’d literally just sworn herself, body and soul, to him without a second thought. Chaddick had heard it before at other ceremonies, but having it directed at him, when he seemed to be the only one who realized he was a fraud…

Well, the only one except Artemus, who was glaring at him like he hoped he was going to spontaneously manifest an ability to shoot beams of scorching hellfire from his eyes with which to burn Chaddick to a crisp.

Chaddick tried not to look at his rival, the guy who should have been standing where he was. He managed a respectful nod to Goldie. Kept his heroic mask in place. But the entire time, he felt like the world was crashing in on him.

Gods, how had it all gone so wrong?

He’d come to Ye Olde Hero Academy as a homeless, nameless orphan whose only real talent was for charming his way into places his empty purse couldn’t afford. He’d figured becoming a licensed member of the Heroes Guild would be a steady path to a fatter purse, a real bed to sleep in, and beautiful women to share that bed with. What more could a guy ask for?

The three G’s of heroism were Gold, Girls, and Glory, after all. And, frankly, Chaddick could take or leave the Glory.

He had set himself on the track to be a ‘side-quest’ hero; low risk. Damsels in distress–or as he liked to call them, D-inD’s, escort missions, clearing caves of bandits, that sort of thing. The important part was getting paid, and staying alive long enough to spend it. He’d never wanted to be a ‘save the world’ hero.

One of the few things he'd paid enough attention to learn in Heroic Economics, was that it was that guys who learned to hustle the side-quest gig earned a lot of coin and met a lot of women. Maybe not the same caliber of women as ‘save the world’ heroes enjoyed, but he was a firm believer that three bouncing, bubbly barmaids in hand were vastly preferable to a princess in the bush.

Quests for Glory rarely came with the other two G’s, and heroes were supposed to be happy with that. Legacy heroes—like Artemus Pendragon—were the ones who got boners over the quest for Glory. Those who had all the gold in the world and, as is the natural order of things, enough gold-digging females to keep their bloodline secure.

Chaddick preferred to get his boners the old-fashioned way. Barmaids would do. But, in a pinch, a particularly hefty sack of gold could probably get the job done.

The ceremony continued around them. More speeches. Blessings from various officials. The presentation of his Guild Certified Chosen One medallion, which he was pretty sure was just gold-plated copper. His Academy diploma, which he'd actually earned through a combination of natural talent for hitting things and looking good doing it—along with some strategic charm deployment toward instructors who graded on "leadership presence."

Through it all, Goldie stood at attention beside him. Perfect sidekick stance. One step back, one step right. Ready to support. Ready to defend. Ready for whatever came next.

Or so she thought. Chaddick had a sinking feeling the proud Guardlight family name was going to have a spot of tarnish on it when the world discovered what a sham he was.

But there was nothing he could do about it now.

She’d already given him her oath. He’d been too stunned to stop her and now she was doomed to the life of a side-quest sidekick.

He could only hope that she didn’t get too bruised when he inevitably let her down.

The ceremony ended with Thornwick's final blessing. The hall's massive doors swung open as golden rays of late afternoon sun spilled through the surrounding buildings like molten gold.

Chaddick hoped that was a good omen for the future of his finances. He grinned despite his nerves.

The assembled witnesses surged forward on legs stiff from sitting; Thornwick did have an uncanny ability to drone on and on. Now that they were freed, spirits ran as high as the pennants flapping in the sea-breeze, their snapping and cracking—audible from the docks—sounding like belated applause. Graduates and their families, local nobility, merchants eyeing up the new group of potential customers, all clustered around the academy gates.

Then there were the hero groupies who attended every ceremony hoping to catch the Chosen One's eye.

His eye.

Three young women pushed through to the front. They moved like a coordinated magic missile strike, weaving through the audience like they'd planned and practiced their attack.

Probably they had. Probably they homed in on every top hero just like this.

Did he mind? Not so much. At the moment, he’d take cheap, no-strings attached distraction over the panicked churning of his imposter syndrome, hands down.

Or would that be panties down? Gods, he hoped so.

Sorry, Goldie… he thought. It’s time to do a little networking…

The blonde reached him first. She had perfect curls and a low-cut dress. Perfume that probably cost more than his monthly stipend had been.

"We knew you'd be chosen, Bradditch!" Her hand landed on his arm. Squeezed his bicep. Lingered. “You’re just too handsome not to be famous!”

“Thanks,” he said. “But it’s Chaddick.”

“That’s what I said, silly!”

The brunette flanked his other side. Fingers trailed along his shoulder. "So strong. Mmm, The moment I saw you at the trials, I felt it... I could just tell I’d be feeling you. Hee-hee!"

If she had been at the trials, she hadn’t been cheering for him. He was pretty sure he’d have noticed that rack bouncing in the stands. Odds were, she’d been onside for Pendragon—Legacies were the safest bet, even when they looked more like librarians than heroes. Chaddick felt the burn of Artemus’ glower beaming into the back of his skull, confirming his suspicion.

These were supposed to be his gold-diggers.

The redhead pressed close. Very close. Chest against his arm. Breath warm on his neck when she leaned in. "Wanna celebrate with us, Chadly Bradly? We know a place."

Chaddick’s brain cataloged the efficiency of their approach. They'd obviously done this before. Chosen Ones weren't exactly rare—every few years, someone got the title. And these women knew the game.

He could be insulted. But it was the same technique he’d used to get as far as he had.

Was their attention hollow? Sure. Was he interchangeable to them? Absolutely.

They didn't know him. Didn't care about him. All they cared about was the title, the prestige, and the stories they'd tell about bedding a Chosen One along with his heroically oversized “sword” of flesh.

They didn’t know about that part yet, but he was sure they wouldn’t be disappointed.

Besides, physical attention was physical attention. And he'd never pretended to be above enjoying what was offered.

"Lead the way." He flashed his most charming grin; the easy, confident smile that had gotten him through four years of academy social politics, and into a number of generous widower’s beds. The patronage system was still alive and well, in Port Viridia, providing one didn’t mind schmoozing and smooching for one’s supper. And Chaddick had never had coin enough to be a prude—though he luckily had the looks to allow him his pick of the most prime dowagers.

The blonde giggled. The brunette's fingers tightened on his shoulder. The redhead's hand slid down his back to rest just above his belt.

Goldie materialized at his shoulder and growled.

He'd almost forgotten she was there. The silent, watchful Canin radiated disapproval like heat from a forge.

Their eyes met.

Chaddick slid the Blade of Prophecy into its jeweled scabbard and raised an eyebrow at her, offering a gentle challenge. Something to say?

Her tail stopped wagging, hanging suddenly motionless behind her. Her expression stayed perfectly neutral and professional, but her ears had flattened slightly against her skull. She narrowed her soft brown eyes, and Chaddick could see the flash of realization burning its way into her brain that her first sidekick assignment might not be quite what was advertised.

And along with that, he saw a hint of the ferocious warrior that hid beneath the warm, fuzzy, and frankly adorable exterior.

The groupies pulled him toward the exit. He let them, casting Goldie a last glance with a twinge of regret. She followed at a discrete distance, face carved from stone.

But she did follow. She was sworn to, after all.

And Chaddick couldn’t decide if he was grateful for it or not.


Chapter 2
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Outside, Port Veridia's streets bustled with evening activity. The harbor district sprawled below the academy's hill. Salt air mixed with cooking smoke and the distinctive tang of fish markets closing for the day. Taverns lit their lanterns against the gathering dusk. Sailors stumbled between establishments, already three sheets to the wind. Merchants rushed to close their stalls before the evening crowds got rowdy.

The three women led Chaddick down the main avenue, two arm in arm with him like they'd won some kind of prize and the third hovering around like a bee drunk on wildflower nectar. They giggled, asking meaningless questions he gave meaningless answers to, all while pressing their admittedly impressive assets against him at every opportunity.

"You must be so brave," the blonde cooed.

"What you see as bravery is really just years of training," he replied humbly.

It wasn’t a lie. His training had been more about looking brave than being brave, if he was honest. At least, that was how it started. He was the literal poster boy for the ‘fake it till you make it’ motto.

But despite his mercantile mindset about selling the image of a hero, Chaddick had picked up quite a bit of actual hero experience of the years. The best way to build heroic muscles, after all, was to win a lot of heroic fights.

Going into a fight already knowing how you were going to win it looked like bravery from the outside. He’d trained accordingly; the best way to look like a hero was to be prepared for anything. Bravery without a plan and the skills to back it up, though? That was a death sentence. And Chaddick had no intention of becoming a martyr.

"Will you go on your big quest right away?" The brunette's hand traced idle patterns on his bicep.

"It will be my top priority, as soon as my affairs are in order.” Also not a lie. Though, they might ‘never’ be in order, given his current financial state. “It would be woefully irresponsible to undertake such an important mission without preparation.”

Ye Olde Hero Academy had generously gifted him a heroic weapon and a top-tier sidekick, but the other thing he'd paid attention to in Heroic Economics was this: it would be suicide to take on a quest for the Chosen One without professional grade supplies, spells, armor, and—ideally—a party of beautiful women with adventurous spirits to fight alongside him by day and warm his bed by night.

Legacy heroes had all this in the bag. Chaddick was going to have to do a few side-quests to earn enough coin to suit himself up in even mid-grade gear. But he didn’t want to bore the girls with the fiscal reality of his hero hustle.

"Mmmm, I love it when you talk about responsibility. We should celebrate tonight. You've earned it." The redhead squeezed his arm. "You've worked so, so hard."

Artemus Pendragon might disagree, but she wasn’t exactly wrong about that. Chaddick hadn’t been the best student when it came to Heroic History, Rescue Ethics, Princess Diplomacy, or Spellcasting Insurance. But he’d sweated his well-sculpted behind off in Swordsmanship, Duel Tactics, Monster-Scale Melee, and Heroic Endurance.

He kept the thought to himself and just smiled. Let the ladies interpret his success however they wanted. He was here for a good time, not a long time, and what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

The Plucky Gryphon came into view. Three stories of weathered wood and faded paint, with a sign depicting a gryphon that looked more drunk than plucky. The kind of tavern that catered to adventurers and academy graduates. Expensive enough to keep out the riffraff. Cheap enough that someone on a side-quest hero's budget could afford it.

Usually.

Chaddick had rarely been able to afford it on his scholarship stipend. But tonight? Tonight, these lovely ladies were buying, judging by the way the blonde was already fishing coins from her purse.

Gods bless groupies with family money.

He grinned over his shoulder at Goldie and waggled his eyebrows. She scowled at him from a respectful distance, her fluffy yellow ears flattened into her cornsilk curls. But she followed them inside.

The common room hit him with noise and heat like a blast from a Dwarven forge. Packed with celebrating graduates and their hangers-on, the air was thick with sweat, spilled ale, and simmering ambition.

Someone butchered a ballad near the fireplace. Probably the house bard, drunk before sunset like tradition demanded. Ale sloshed from overfilled mugs. The entire place roared with laughter and arguments and the general chaos of young people with newfound freedom and no responsibilities until tomorrow morning's hangover.

The blonde secured a corner table with surprising efficiency. It was a prime location with a good view of the room. Close enough to the fire for warmth, far enough for privacy, but not so far that the other patrons wouldn’t be able to see who they were sitting with.

She’d definitely done this before.

Chaddick let himself be arranged in the best seat. He kept his back to the wall, an old habit from his younger years. Sleeping rough in the streets of Port Viridia had taught him the value of self-protection. Goldie seemed satisfied with their position, even if she wasn’t happy with the situation. She moved away, keeping an eye on their table from an unassuming distance.

The brunette signaled a server with two fingers. "Your best wine. An Elvish red, if you've got it."

She didn't even glance at the prices. Didn't ask what he wanted. Just ordered like money was no object.

Is this what it means to be a Chosen One? Chaddick mused. I could get used to this.

He leaned back and let the women fawn. The blonde fed him grapes from a fruit plate that had been delivered to their table, popping them between his lips with giggling enthusiasm. The brunette massaged his shoulders with surprisingly agile hands—making him wonder what else she might be adept at massaging. The redhead leaned close and whispered suggestions that would have made Artemus Pendragon faint.

Across the room, through the crowd, his gaze was drawn back to Goldie’s gleaming armor.

She’d claimed a table in the corner. Sat with her back straight and arms crossed, nursing what looked like water. Her eyes locked on him with the intensity of a hawk watching a particularly stupid rabbit.

He caught her gaze and held it.

She didn't look away. Didn't change her expression. Just radiated that same steady disapproval, mixed with something else he couldn't quite identify.

Disappointment, maybe?

She's going to be fun to work with, he thought, not entirely sure if he was being sarcastic or not. At least she’s cute.

Goldie’s big brown eyes broke his gaze to scan the room, marking its exits like the professional she was. All her training, and she was playing bodyguard for a booty call. Chaddick felt another pang of guilt. But as the three women clustered close, boxing him in with soft perfume and softer curves, he pushed the feeling away and focused on other, more immediate things.

The wine arrived in an engraved bottle, the glass of which alone probably cost more than all the gold in Chaddick’s humble coin purse. The blonde poured with theatrical care, filling his cup first with a flourish that made her cleavage do interesting things.

"To the Chosen One." She raised her own cup with a sultry smile.

"To destiny." The brunette cheered, because apparently they were going full melodramatic.

"To tonight." The redhead pressed against his side and slid her hand along his thigh.

They drank. The wine was actually incredible—smooth and rich with hints of something fruity he couldn't name. Better than anything he’d ever been served before. Someday, he vowed he’d return to this place, and buy a bottle of Elven Red with his own coin. His own, personal side-quest.

Thank you, overeager groupies. You're doing the Gods' work.

"So." The blonde traced patterns on his forearm with one finger, her touch feather-light and deliberate. "What does a Chosen One do to celebrate?"

"Depends on the Chosen One." He took another sip of that divine wine. Let it warm his chest and take the edge off his earlier panic. "But I’m a pretty flexible guy. What did you have in mind?"

"We have a room." The redhead again. Always the bold one. Her hand had migrated to his crotch under the table. "Upstairs. Very private."

"Very, very private." The brunette's hands moved from his shoulders to his chest. "No interruptions."

She gave his left pectoral muscle an exploratory squeeze.

The blonde's fingers walked up his arm like a spider made of silk and sin. "Unless you're too tired from the ceremony?"

A teasing challenge lifted her tone. Did the Chosen One have the stamina to match his reputation?

Well, he didn't know about Chosen Ones in general, but Chaddick Questwell—fake name, real libido—had never turned down an opportunity to prove his worth in the bedroom, rented or not.

He set down his wine cup. Met each of their gazes in turn, letting his practiced charming smile turn into something with more heat. "Lead the way, ladies."

They stood as one unit, coordinated as a guard formation. The blonde took his hand. The brunette pressed against his side, her breast soft against his arm. The redhead led them through the crowd toward the stairs with the confidence of someone who knew exactly where she was going.

I don’t even know their names…

He glanced back one last time as they reached the stairs.

Goldie had already moved. She now sat at a table right at the base of the staircase, arms still crossed, face still carved from disapproving stone. Her tail lay perfectly still behind her chair like a fuzzy exclamation point of judgment.

She didn't try to stop him. Didn't say anything. Didn't even growl this time.

Just watched him climb those stairs with three giggling women hanging off him like ornaments on a Yuletide tree.

Chaddick saw a glint of something in her eye, pained and uncertain. Maybe her side-kick training hadn’t spent a lot of time on the etiquette of guarding while the hero gets his rocks off. Though, really, it should have. Heroes do have a reputation for being a lusty bunch, male and female.

Sorry, Goldie, he thought again, though he wasn't entirely sure what he was apologizing for. Duty calls… or something like it.

The hallway on the second floor was dimmer, quieter, the sounds of the common room muffled by thick wooden walls. Sconces cast flickering lights that dancede across the worn floorboards. Doors lined both sides, and sounds leaked through some of them—conversation, snoring, rhythmic creaking that suggested other graduates were having similar celebrations.

The redhead opened a door near the end with a key she pulled from her bodice. "Here we go."

Where did she get a key? When did she get a key? How long have they been planning this?

Questions for never, probably. It didn’t matter.

The room beyond was standard tavern fare—a large bed with posts that had seen better decades, a dresser with a cracked mirror, a wash basin with slightly murky water, and a window overlooking the street with curtains that might have been blue once upon a time.

Nothing fancy, but clean enough and private enough.

Good enough for girls like these and a guy like me.

The three women pulled him inside. The door closed with a soft click that sounded remarkably loud in the sudden quiet.

He turned to face them. They'd arranged themselves across the room like they'd choreographed it. The blonde near the bed. The brunette by the window. The redhead still close to the door.

He was surrounded in the best way.

"So." The blonde sat on the bed's edge, crossing her legs slowly enough that her dress rode up to reveal a frankly impressive amount of thigh. "Where should we start, Mr. Chosen One?"

"I have some ideas." The brunette began unpinning her hair with deliberate slowness, and dark waves fell around her shoulders like a waterfall. "Unless our hero wants to take charge?"

The redhead stepped closer, invading his personal space with the confidence of someone used to getting what she wanted. Her hand found his chest, fingers playing with the clasp of his formal academy robe. "You must be so tense. That big, long ceremony. All those expectations." Her fingers found the clasp and began working it loose. "Let us help you relax, Chosen One."

Chaddick caught her wrist. Gentle but firm. "First rule—stop calling me 'Chosen One' like it's my name. It's Chaddick. Or Chad, if you're feeling friendly."

She blinked up at him, apparently not used to being corrected. "Oh. Okay. Chaddick."

"Better." He released her wrist and shrugged off his robe himself. The heavy fabric pooled on the floor—gold trim, expensive material, probably the fanciest thing he'd worn in his life.

Might never wear it again. Might not even be able to afford to clean it.

Not thinking about that right now.

"Second rule," he continued, pulling his tunic over his head and dropping it on top of the robe. The cool air felt good against his heated skin. "One at a time, or I'll never keep track of who's who."

The blonde's eyes had gone wide, locked on his bare chest. "...Okay."

"Third rule." He crossed to her. Stood between her knees where she sat on the bed. Looked down at her upturned face, flushed and eager. "If we're doing this, we're doing it right."

"Doing what right?" Her voice had gone breathy.

He grinned. "Everything."

She reached for his belt with trembling fingers. "Show me."

He caught both her wrists. Pinned them gently against her sides. Leaned down until his mouth hovered just above hers. "Patience."

Her breath hitched. "I'm not known for my patient, Chose—uh, Chaddick.."

"Then you’ll learn." He released her wrists and straightened, turning to the brunette. "You. Come here."

She obeyed with swaying hips that suggested either dance training or a lot of practice making men stupid. She stopped close enough that her perfume—something floral and sweet—wrapped around him like a silk scarf.

"Kiss me," she said, a demand, not a request.

"Not yet." He reached out slowly, giving her time to pull away if she wanted. Traced her jawline with one finger. Down her neck. Along her collarbone. She shivered under his touch, and he filed that reaction away. "You're all very eager, aren't you?"

"You're the Chosen One." Her voice had gone soft. "We've been waiting for you."

"You've been waiting for whoever got chosen," he corrected, not unkindly. Let his hand fall away. "It's fine. I know the game."

The redhead appeared at his other side, apparently done waiting her turn. "Does knowing the game make you enjoy it less?"

"Not at all." He turned his head, met her bold gaze. "Just makes me appreciate the performance more. You're all very good at this. But so am I."

She laughed—actually laughed, genuine and surprised. "You're more interesting than the last one."

The blonde slapped her arm. “You’re not supposed to say that!”

"Don’t worry,” Chaddick grinned. “I didn’t think this was your first roll in the hero hay. I’m a man who can appreciate experience."

"Our experience was not enough to save the Pompous Paladin.” The redhead rolled her eyes dramatically. “We still call him that, three years later. Very serious. Kept talking about his holy purpose. He was terrible in bed. And he cried after. Can you believe that? With us?”

"Yikes." Chaddick grimaced. "I promise not to cry."

"That's all we ask." She reached for him again, hands sliding up his stomach to his chest.

He smirked. “Is that all?”

“Do you have another suggestion?” Her fingers were warm, exploratory.

“How about I give the three of you a heroic encounter story you can be proud to tell your girlfriends?”

She bit her lip and slid her hands lower.

He caught her by the fingers and held them still against his chest where she could probably feel his heartbeat. "Your turn comes third. Patience."

"I'm starting to hate that word."

"You'll like it better soon." He released her hands and focused back on the brunette, who'd been watching the exchange with dark, knowing eyes. "You were saying something about kissing?"

She smiled. Slow and feline. "Yes, kiss me. Or are you going to make me beg?"

"Would you?" Genuine curiosity.

"I’ll do anything you want.”

He stepped closer, into her space, until they were nearly touching. "I want you to kiss me. Show me you mean it, too. Not like I'm just another Chosen One. Like I'm actually someone you want."

Something flickered in her expression. "That's... a surprisingly unusual request.”

"I'm told I'm more interesting than the last guy."

“Is this some kind of test?”

“Not exactly. But I’m not all that interested in waving my sword around for an unappreciative audience, if you know what I mean.” He waited. Let her decide.

She didn’t make him wait long. She closed the distance and rose on her toes, pressing her mouth to his.

The kiss started slow. Testing. Then she opened under him and it deepened into something warmer. Real. Her hands slid up his chest to his shoulders, pulling him closer. He let her set the pace, let her explore, tasting wine on her tongue.

Behind them, the blonde made a soft sound—anticipation mixed with impatience. “Why does she get to go first?” she muttered. “I could kiss him good enough to prove all three of us want him.”

He broke the kiss.

The brunette's eyes had gone hazy, her lips wet and slightly swollen. "D-did I pass? Or do you want me to show you again?"

"I’m satisfied,” he said with a smirk.

Chaddick stepped back, giving her space, and turned to address all three of them. "But, as a hero I must insist upon some ground rules for this erotic encounter… First—if anyone wants to stop, say so. No judgment, no problem. Second—I'm not some Sacred Chosen One in here, I'm just a guy who happens to be good with his hands. And mouth. And other parts. If you have any requests, don’t be afraid to ask. Third—"

"Get to the good part already!" The blonde bounced slightly on the bed, making everything jiggle in interesting ways.

He laughed despite himself. "So impatient."

"Very!"

"Alright then." He crossed back to her. "But we're doing this my way."

"Which is?" She reached for his belt again.

This time he let her. "Thoroughly."
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The blonde got his belt open with nimble fingers that suggested either pickpocket training or a lot of practice undressing men—probably the latter. But if her mouth was as skilled as her hands, he hardly had grounds to complain.

His trousers loosened, but he stopped her before she could push them down.

"My turn first." He knelt on the floor between her legs where she sat on the bed. "Lift your dress."

Her eyes went wide. "What?"

"You heard me." He kept his voice gentle but firm. "Lift it up. Slowly."

She did, gathering it up with trembling hands. The fabric whispered against her stockings as she lifted it, revealing legs that went on for days—white stockings held up with garters and practical cotton smallclothes underneath.

"Higher," he instructed. "To your waist."

She did. Exposed herself completely from waist down. Her breath came faster now, chest heaving in that low-cut bodice.

The brunette and redhead had gone quiet. Watching. The redhead licked her lips.

"What are you going to—" the blonde started.

"Something the last Chosen One probably didn't do." He settled between her thighs, hands warm on her knees. "Relax."

"I can't—you don't have to—"

"I want to. How can you tell tales of my heroic tongue if you haven’t experienced it for yourself?" He looked up at her, caught her gaze and held it. "Unless you don't want me to?"

She swallowed hard. "I...uh… yes. Yes, please."

"Good girl." He could feel the shiver that ran through her at the praise. Filed that away too. "Now spread your legs wider and let me show you how real heroes do it."

She did, and her thighs fell open in clear invitation. He started slow and gentle, his hands stroking her inner thighs over the stockings. He could feel the warm skin underneath, and she trembled under his touch.

He leaned in and pressed a kiss to her inner thigh, just above the stocking. She gasped at the contact.

"Breathe," he murmured against her skin. "This part takes time."

"Oh gods," she panted. "That feels… mmm... I need—"

"You need to be patient." Another kiss, higher this time. "Trust me."

He worked his way up slowly, deliberately, building anticipation with every touch. He mapped the sensitive spots on her inner thighs with his mouth until she was squirming. Her hands found his hair, gripped tight. He tugged her smallclothes aside with a finger and she whimpered softly.

When he finally put his mouth where she needed it, she nearly came off the bed.

He held her in place with his hands firm on her hips, and started slow and gentle, learning what she liked from the sounds she made and the way her body moved. He used long, slow strokes with his tongue and gentle pressure, building her up gradually rather than rushing.

The brunette made a soft whimpering sound. He glanced over without stopping his work, and saw she'd moved to the bed, sitting beside the blonde now and watching with dark eyes and flushed cheeks. The redhead stood nearby with her hand pressed to her own throat and her lips parted.

Good. Let them see what's coming.

The blonde's breathing had gone ragged, and her hips rolled against his mouth, seeking more pressure. He gave it to her and found the rhythm she needed, keeping it steady and relentless.

"Oh gods—" She threw her head back. "Oh—I'm going to—"

He didn't let up, keeping the pressure constant and the rhythm steady. He felt her thighs tremble around his ears as she got closer.

“Ahhhh, Chaddick!” She came with a cry that was probably heard in the common room below. Her whole body went taut, then shuddered through the aftershocks. He worked her through it gently, then gentler still as she came down.

When he looked up, all three women were staring at him.

"Fuck," the redhead summarized eloquently.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and grinned. "Who's next?”

The redhead didn't wait for a second invitation. She had her dress unlaced and off in record time, revealing she'd gone without a corset underneath—a bold and practical choice.

The blonde had melted into a puddle on the bed, still catching her breath. The brunette helped her up and over to make room.

"My turn," the redhead announced, sprawling across the bed with shameless confidence. "And I want more than just your mouth."

"Greedy." But he was pulling off his remaining clothes as he said it. Kicked off his boots too. Stood naked in the lamplight and let them look to their hearts content.

The redhead's eyes went very wide. "Oh, that's... very heroic. Yes, please. All of that. Now."

He laughed. "Still doing this my way."

"Your way takes too long!"

"Your way would be over in five minutes and you'd spend the rest of the night disappointed." He joined her on the bed and settled over her, letting her feel his weight without crushing her. "Trust me."

She wrapped her legs around his waist, trying to pull him in. "Come on, golden boy. Now!”

He caught her wrists and pinned them over her head with one hand. "What did I say about patience?"

"You can’t just wave that thing around and not stick it in me." She tried to roll her hips up against him. "Please? Please, fuck me. Please!"

"Since you asked so nicely." He released her wrists and kissed her—deep and thorough, swallowing her protests. When he pulled back, her eyes had gone unfocused. "But we're starting slow."

"I don’t want slow! I want hard and fast and that big ‘ol cock tickling the back of my throat from inside out."

"All in good time.”

He started with his hands, learning her body the same way he'd learned the blonde's—what made her gasp, what made her arch. The brunette watched from where she'd settled beside them, one hand pressed between her own thighs, working herself through her remaining clothes.

Impatient. They're all so impatient.

When the redhead was trembling and desperate, whimpering his name between curses, he finally gave her what she wanted.

The first thrust made them both groan.

She was hot and tight. A perfect distraction from a confusing day. It took every ounce of his control not to lose himself immediately. He set a rhythm—steady, deep, not too fast—and let her adjust while he did the same.

"More," she demanded, nails raking down his back. "Harder."

"Greedy and bossy." But he gave her what she asked for, changing his angle to find the spot that made her see stars based on the way she went rigid and keened.

"Yes—gods yes—don't stop—"

He didn't stop, keeping the rhythm relentless. One hand slipped between them, found where they were joined, and added pressure in time with his thrusts.

She came apart screaming his name—“Oh Chaddick!”

Actually his name this time, not "Chosen One" or any variation which felt like a small victory in itself.

He followed her over the edge moments later with a roar that probably woke the entire floor.

They collapsed together, breathing hard. The redhead traced lazy patterns on his back and looked thoroughly satisfied.

"See?" he panted. "Some things are worth the wait."

"Okay. Fine.” She kissed his shoulder. “You were right. I hate to admit it, but…”

“She’s hoping if she does, you’ll do it again,” the brunette said, scowling at the redhead. “But not before I get my turn.”

“No need to fight,” Chaddick said with a laugh. “I’m a hero, remember? I can go all night. Just give me a minute.”

The brunette was already naked by the time he'd caught his breath. Practical woman. She'd arranged herself across the bed like a feast, all curves and confidence.

"I've been very patient," she said. Low and sultry. "I believe I've earned special treatment."

"What kind of special treatment?" He was already moving toward her, his body responding despite having just finished.

Ah, youth. And also probably magic wine.

"Surprise me." She smiled at him with anticipation. "You seem to be good at that."

He was, and he did.

They worked through every position he knew and some he improvised. The brunette was flexible—definitely a dancer, no question—and not at all shy about telling him exactly what she wanted and how she wanted it.

The blonde recovered enough to rejoin them, and the redhead never really left. It became a tangle of limbs and mouths and hands, and Chaddick stopped trying to keep track of who was doing what to whom.

Someone's mouth on his cock. Someone else kissing him. Hands everywhere. His own hands busy learning three different bodies at once. The sounds they made—gasps and moans and bitten-off curses and his name, breathed like a prayer or an obscenity or both.

The bed creaked rhythmically. He made a mental note to tip the innkeeper extra for the inevitable repair costs. Not that he could really afford that.

Worth it though. Definitely worth it.

At some point, he found himself on his back with the blonde riding him, the brunette straddling his face, and the redhead doing something absolutely obscene with her tongue wherever she could reach. The logistics of it seemed impossible, but somehow they made it work.

He lost count of how many times each of them found their peak and lost count of his own. Time stopped meaning anything except the next touch, the next thrust, the next breathless moment.

Until finally, exhausted and sated and thoroughly worked over, they collapsed into a pile of sweaty, satisfied bodies.

The blonde ended up sprawled across his chest, while the brunette claimed his right side with her leg thrown over his hip. The redhead pressed against his left, one hand possessively on his stomach.

Outside the window, the stars had wheeled significantly across the sky into late night or early morning—hard to tell which.

The room smelled like sex and wine and satisfied woman. His body ached in the best possible way, with multiple scratches decorating his back and shoulders and probably bruises forming on his hips from enthusiastic gripping.

Worth it.

The blonde traced lazy patterns on his chest. "I wish all the Chosen Ones could be like you."

"While the not crying is a bonus," the brunette agreed sleepily, “I think the multiple orgasms really speak for themselves.”

Chaddick’s eyes were already closing. Exhaustion pulling him under.

"Stay?" the redhead murmured. "Till morning?"

He should probably check on Goldie. Should probably...something. Duty. Responsibility. Words that seemed very far away right now.

"Till morning," he agreed. “Just this once.”

They settled into comfortable silence. Four bodies in one bed, which should have been uncomfortable but somehow wasn't. Warm and soft and thoroughly pleasant.

His last conscious thought before sleep claimed him: Tomorrow's definitely going to be interesting.

Outside the door, he never heard the quiet, patient sound of armor settling into a long vigil.

But it was there all the same.

Goldie Guardlight, true to her oath, standing guard while her Chosen One celebrated in the most carnal way possible.

Tomorrow would indeed be interesting.

Tonight, the Chosen One slept very, very well.


Chapter 3
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Goldie watched Chaddick disappear up the stairs with three women draped over him like decorative scarves.

Her gaze followed them until they were out of sight. Her tail stiffened and her ears flattened into her hair. She was going to have to go after him.

The common room of The Plucky Gryphon roared around her—celebrating graduates, proud families, the drunk bard who'd finally given up on the ballad and started playing something that was mostly just enthusiastic noise and thinly veiled innuendo.

Nobody paid attention to the Canin Paladin sitting alone at the table near the stairs.

Good. She preferred it that way.

A sidekick's duty is absolute protection, her grandmother's voice echoed in her head. Your hero's life above your own.

The words had been drilled into her since she could walk. Every Guardlight for six generations had served heroes. Her grandfather had protected the legendary Valorian Brightblade, and died taking a poisoned blade meant for him. There was a statue of him in the Hall of Loyal Service back home, bronze and regal, his shield raised in eternal vigilance.

What stories would they tell about her service?

Goldie Guardlight valiantly stood guard while the Chosen One had a tryst with a trio of tarts—

She cut off that thought with a growl.

Her mother had warned her. "Sometimes you'll protect them from assassins. Sometimes from their own poor choices. The job is the same regardless."

Goldie had thought she understood. She'd trained her entire life for this moment—to be assigned to a hero, to take her family's oath, to serve with honor and distinction.

She just hadn't expected her first assignment to be... him.

Chaddick Questwell. The Chosen One.

The Chosen One who went straight from his ceremony to a tavern. The Chosen One who's currently upstairs with three women whose names he probably doesn't even know.

She drained her glass. Well water. She would never indulge while on duty. That was rule one in the Guardlight family handbook. A fuzzy head meant slow reflexes, and slow reflexes got heroes killed.

Not that Chaddick seemed particularly concerned about being killed at the moment.

The stairs beckoned. She should follow. Maintain proper distance. Stay alert for threats.

Threats like what? Aggressive bedframes?

Still. Duty was duty.

Goldie stood, adjusted her sword belt, and made her way through the crowd. A drunk sailor stumbled into her path and she sidestepped efficiently, letting him crash into an empty chair instead. Someone else tried to grab her arm—"Hey there, pretty puppy, wanna—"

One look at her expression sent him scurrying away.

She climbed the stairs, each step creaking under her armored weight. The sounds of the common room faded as she reached the second floor hallway. It was dimmer up here. The sconces flickered. Shadows leaped and shimmied over the worn floorboards. There were doors on either side of the hallway.

She shouldn’t have hesitated to follow him. How was she supposed to know which room they’d led him to?

From several of the rented rooms, the unmistakable sounds of celebration leaked out into the corridor. Rhythmic creaking. Muffled voices. Occasional laughter or moans.

Graduation night, she thought with resignation. And everyone is celebrating except for me.

She shook that thought away. Heroes had much to celebrate upon graduation from Ye Olde Hero Academy. Helper classes went straight to work. That was the way of the world, for all sidekicks. But especially for Guardlights.

She found the right door by process of elimination. After testing a few doorknobs, eavesdropping at a few keyholes, and catching a few eyefuls of less-than heroic backsides thrusting lustily into semi-conscious barmaids, she was grateful to hear Chaddick’s good-natured, rumbling laugh and the cascade of giggles that followed.

My hero is being seduced by professional groupies. This is not the first quest I had in mind.

Goldie planted herself directly outside the door. Back against the wall, hand resting on her sword pommel. Perfect position to intercept anyone approaching. Perfect position to hear everything happening inside.

Which she immediately regretted.

"—so eager, aren't you?" Chaddick's voice, muffled but clear enough.

Feminine laughter. Multiple girlish voices, overlapping.

Goldie's ears flattened involuntarily against her skull. She forced them back up. Professional. Stay professional.

I am a Guardlight. I have a duty. This is just another aspect of protection.

Though the academy training manual had definitely not covered this particular scenario.

There was more talking inside. She couldn't make out all the words, but Chaddick's tone had that practiced charm she'd already learned to recognize. Smooth. Confident. The same voice he'd used with Headmaster Thornwick when explaining why he'd missed Advanced Prophecy Studies three weeks in a row.

When she’d given her oath, Chaddick had looked at her like he’d never seen her before—which, maybe he hadn’t, as she kept to the back rows of their classrooms—but they had shared a few classes over the years. She’d never spoken to him, of course. She hadn’t allowed herself any distraction during her studies, and men who looked like Chaddick Questwell were certain to be the worst kind of distractions.

But the appreciative glance he’d given her on the dais when she’d sworn her allegiance to him had suddenly made her wish she had… There was something in his big blue eyes that made her insides puddle, and it had taken everything she had not to melt at his feet when he’d smiled at her.

Chaddick Questwell looked every inch a hero, and from the rumors circulating between her female classmates, some inches were even more heroic than others. And she was only slightly ashamed to admit that she’d spent a few of their Advanced Prophecy Studies classes daydreaming about being assigned as his sidekick.

But none of her fantasies had involved standing guard outside a dingy inn guest room while he entertained the trio of tarts…

A woman giggled. High-pitched. Excited.

"—show me—" Part of a sentence, breathy.

The bed creaked. Once. Twice. Then settled.

Goldie stared at the ceiling and started counting the cracks in the plaster. One long crack running from the sconce to the window. Several smaller ones branching off. One that looked vaguely like a sword if she squinted.

This is fine. This is completely fine. Heroes have needs. Physical needs. It's natural. It's—

A loud gasp from inside the room interrupted her thoughts.

"Oh gods—" One of the women. The blonde, maybe? Hard to tell. "That feels—"

Goldie's tail swished once in irritation. She caught it with her hand, held it still. Forced herself to remain motionless.

A tavern patron stumbled down the hallway, saw her standing there, and made the wise decision to turn around and head back the other way.

Good.

More sounds from inside. The rhythmic creaking started up again. Not fast, but steady. Deliberate.

He's doing this on purpose, she realized. Taking his time. Drawing it out. Making sure they enjoy themselves.

Of course he was. Everything about Chaddick Questwell seemed calculated. The perfect hair. The practiced smile. The way he moved through crowds like he owned them.

Of course he’d make sure these women had nothing but good things to say about him the next day. Perfection was his brand. And Mythological PR and Brand Management was one course it seemed Chaddick could pass with his eyes closed and his impressive arms tied behind his back.

It was hard not to admire the man. He was on every recruitment poster, every promotional banner. The face of Ye Olde Hero Academy's graduating class.

But was that enough to become the Chosen One?

Surely, that honor should have gone to Artemus Pendragon. Artemus was dedicated, studious, prepared. He'd been training for the role since birth, and not just the classes that caused his muscles to grow. His family had produced three Chosen Ones in the last century alone.

But Headmaster Thornwick had given the Blade of Prophecy to Chaddick, and the blade had hummed its ancient magic in agreement. They’d all seen it. Even Artemus.

The blade didn't make mistakes. That's what everyone said. It chose based on merit, on destiny, on some ineffable quality that marked true heroes.

So what did that say about Chaddick Questwell?

That he's better at hiding his qualities than Artemus is at displaying his?

Inside the room, someone moaned. Long and loud and thoroughly satisfied.

Goldie's face heated. She told herself it was annoyance. Just annoyance. Nothing else.

The creaking intensified. Faster now. More urgent.

She focused on her breathing. In through her nose, out through her mouth. Paladin meditation techniques. Center yourself. Find your calm.

"—more—" A woman's voice, demanding. "—harder—"

Not helping.

Goldie shifted her weight. The armor clinked softly. She froze, worried the sound might be heard inside, then realized how ridiculous that was. They weren't paying attention to anything outside that room.

And why would they? Chaddick was giving them exactly what they wanted. The Chosen One experience. The story they'd tell their friends. The bragging rights.

Goldie's jaw clenched. Her teeth ached from the pressure.

It wasn't that she cared who Chaddick slept with. That was his business. Heroes had always been... romantically active. It was practically part of the job description. The Three G's—Gold, Glory, and Girls.

Or guys, depending on the hero's preference. The principle was the same, though it didn’t quite have the same ring to it.

She just wished he'd waited. One night. One single night to be a proper Chosen One—so they could make some sort of plan, maybe get to know each other—before he dove headfirst into debauchery.

But no. Straight from the ceremony to the tavern to the seedy rent-a-bed.

This is who I swore my oath to.

The thought sat heavy in her chest.

A woman screamed. Pleasure, not pain. That was clear, even through the door.

Then another moaning voice joined in. And another.

Three of them. He's got all three of them going at the same time.

Goldie's tail lashed once before she could stop it. The fluffy appendage smacked against the wall with a soft thump.

How long had it been? Fifteen minutes? Two hours? Time felt strange standing in this hallway. Stretched out and compressed all at once.

The sounds continued. Moaning. Gasping. The bed protesting with every movement. Chaddick's voice, lower than the women's but still audible. Saying things that made Goldie's ears burn.

She started counting again. Cracks in the plaster. Floorboards in the hallway. Sconces on the wall.

A door opened further down. Another graduate stumbled out, clothes askew, looking thoroughly pleased with himself. He caught sight of Goldie and grinned. "Waiting your turn, sweetheart?"

She turned her head slowly and met the Felin sorcerer’s eyes with a flat stare that had sent grown men running during training exercises.

He paled. "Right. Never mind. Good night."

He scurried away like his tail was on fire.

If she’d had a fireball spell in her arsenal, it would have been. She had never liked cat-types. It was in her blood.

Inside the room, the pace had changed. Hard and grunting. She could hear Chaddick's voice, murmuring something that made one of the women laugh breathlessly.

How does he have this much stamina?

Goldie had seen him in combat training. He was good—better than good, actually. Fast reflexes, solid technique, natural talent with a blade. But he'd always seemed lazy about it. Like he was holding back. Doing just enough to pass, never pushing himself.

Apparently that laziness didn't extend to the bedroom.

The thought made her tail swish again despite her best efforts.

Focus. You're here to protect him. That's all. That's the only thing that matters.

Her grandmother's voice again: The hero comes first. Always. Your comfort, your feelings, your preferences—all secondary. That's what it means to be a Guardlight.

Goldie had internalized that lesson. Lived it. Breathed it. Six generations of Guardlights had served with distinction because they understood that fundamental truth.

The hero comes first.

Even when the hero was currently on the other side of this door, doing things that made her face heat and her stomach do complicated twists.

She checked her sword—still sharp, still ready. Checked the hallway—still empty. Checked her resolve—wavering but holding.

I can do this. It's just one night. Tomorrow we'll start the real work. The actual questing. He'll be different then. More focused. More... heroic.

The bed creaked particularly loudly. Someone gasped. Someone else laughed.

Please let him be different tomorrow.

More time passed. Gods, it was taking forever. Was she trapped in some kind of slow-time spell?

She could have believed she was cursed, except the sounds from inside kept changing—energetic, then languid, then energetic again. Chaddick had the stamina of a draft horse, apparently. And by the screams of awe and excitement, he was hung like one, too.

Don’t think about that! As if you’d know what to do with it anyway, Little Miss ‘I’m too dedicated to my studies for a boyfriend.’

Goldie's legs ached. She'd been standing for hours now. Her armor felt heavier than usual. The weight of it pressing down on her shoulders like the weight of her family’s expectations.

What would her grandfather think if he could see her now? Standing guard outside a rented room while her hero engaged in a marathon of shameless rutting?

He'd say duty is duty, she thought firmly. He'd say the circumstances don't matter. Only the oath.

Right. The oath.

She'd given it proudly and meant every word. "My shield is your shield. My strength is your strength. Until death or duty's end."

So she hadn't expected duty to feel quite like this. So what? That hardly made a difference now. She was bound to this man—whether he turned out to be a proper hero or not.

Inside, things were finally quieting down. The bed had stopped creaking. The voices had softened to murmurs. Then silence.

Finally.

Goldie let out a long, slow breath. She hadn’t even realized she’d been holding it as she waited. She rolled her shoulders, trying to work out the tension that had settled there like iron weights.

There were no more grunts or giggles. The bed had stopped squeaking. They'd probably fallen asleep. All four of them. Tangled together in post-coital bliss.

The image appeared in her mind unbidden—Chaddick's tanned skin against paler feminine bodies, his stupid perfect hair mussed from enthusiastic hands, that practiced smile replaced by genuine satisfaction.

She shook her head violently, ears flopping. Stop that. Stop thinking about that.

Professional. She needed to stay professional.

The hallway was quiet now. The common room below had settled into late-night murmurs. Most of the celebration had moved on or passed out.

Goldie adjusted her position against the wall. Found a spot where she could rest her armor so the wooden planks took some of the weight. Then, she settled in for the long haul.

Because that's what Guardlights did. They stood watch. They protected. They endured.

Her mother had warned her that being a sidekick meant sacrifice. Goldie had thought she was prepared for that. She'd trained in combat, in healing magic, in defensive tactics. She could take a hit meant for her hero. Could throw herself between him and danger without hesitation.

She hadn't realized that sometimes the sacrifice was dignity.

Grandfather took a poisoned blade, she reminded herself. I can handle one night of awkward eavesdropping.

The sconce nearest her flickered. The flame was burning low, nearly out of oil. Soon it would go dark and she'd be standing in shadow.

Fine. She didn't need light to stand guard.

Time crawled. She counted her breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Finding peace in the duty itself rather than the circumstances.

A sound from inside made her ears perk up. Not the bed. Not voices. Just... movement. Someone getting up, maybe. Using the chamber pot.

Then silence again.

Goldie's eyes felt heavy. She blinked hard, fighting the exhaustion. No sleeping on duty. Another cardinal rule. A moment of inattention could mean death for your hero.

Though at the moment, the only thing likely to kill Chaddick was excessive satisfaction.

Stop it. Sidekicks aren’t bitter. They’re proud of their heroes. Proud of their duties. Proud… to stand out in the hallway while her hero pleasured a bunch of sluts before he’d even said two words to her?

Forget it. Goldie wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all herself. She was as bitter as an underripe lemon. She couldn't help it.

Because for a fraction of a second, when he’d looked at her like he had on the dais, she had a fleeting hope that… what?

That maybe he’d want her for more than just a sidekick?

Never mind that such a relationship would break pretty much every rule in her family’s hard-earned tradition.

The Guardlights had been the first family to allow women to serve as sidekicks at all. She couldn’t throw her family name under the grindstone by going all goo-goo eyed over her first hero—even if he did look like a demi-god.

For a long time, female sidekicks could only serve beside female heroes—which were as rare as hen’s teeth, back in the day. Gradually, things had changed, and there were a lot more women in the hero and helper biz than there once were. And today, they were allowed to serve whoever they wanted to—provided the hero didn’t mind.

But it remained a fact that, male or female, it was a really, really bad idea to get involved with the hero you were sworn to protect. Because it was pretty much guaranteed you would have to share them, at one point or another. Heroes were walking honey traps. Sluts of every persuasion buzzed around them like flies.

But it bothered her.

Did Chaddick even like these women? Sure, they were pretty. And they had all the right parts cinched in or puffed out to catch a man’s attention. But Goldie hadn’t really gotten the sense that he had. More like… he was grateful for the distraction.

Didn’t he want to be the Chosen One?

The casual, transactional nature of this little rendezvous rubbed her the wrong way. But why? There was nothing wrong with it, was there? The groupies got their man, he got his satisfaction, everyone walked away happy.

Except her.

But her happiness wasn't the point. The hero comes first.

Always.

And by the sounds of it, Chaddick had come more than once.

Goldie sighed and settled into her stance more firmly. Feet shoulder-width apart. Weight balanced. Sword within easy reach. Ready to move at a moment's notice. There was comfort in routine.

She was a Guardlight. This was her duty. And she would perform it with honor, dignity, and absolute dedication.

Grandfather, she thought tiredly. I hope you're not watching this.

Knowing her luck, all six generations of Guardlights were probably watching from whatever afterlife warriors went to. Probably taking bets on how long she'd last before requesting a transfer.

I'm not requesting a transfer, she told them silently. I gave my oath. I meant it.

That still meant something, to her if not to him.

Stupid Chaddick Questwell, with his perfect hair and big handsome smile and apparent inability to keep his pants on for more than an hour after graduation.

He was the Chosen One. The Blade had selected him. That had to mean something, too.

It was a nice thought.

She didn't quite believe it.

The night stretched on. Goldie stood her watch. Inside the room, the Chosen One slept peacefully, unaware of the loyal warrior standing sentinel outside his door.

Unaware of the frustration, the resignation, the tiny spark of hope she was trying desperately to nurture.

Tomorrow, she thought one more time. We'll see what kind of hero you really are.

And gods help them both when they found out.
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Dawn crept through the hallway window with apologetic slowness, as if it knew what it was about to illuminate.

Goldie hadn't moved all night. Her armor was cold and heavy. Her legs had progressed past aching into a sort of numb resignation. Her eyes were gritty with exhaustion, but she'd stayed awake through sheer Guardlight stubbornness.

Sounds from the common room below signaled the tavern coming back to life. The clatter of dishes. The smell of breakfast cooking—eggs and sausage and fresh bread. Her stomach growled in protest.

The door in front of her finally opened.

Goldie straightened from her slouch against the wall, professional mask sliding into place. Her hand moved to her sword hilt by instinct.

Three women emerged in a cloud of perfume and self-satisfaction. Disheveled hair. Swollen lips. Wearing pieces of Chaddick's formal academy uniform as trophies—the blonde had his shirt, the brunette wore his dress tunic like a robe, the redhead had claimed some other piece Goldie couldn't identify and didn't want to.

They giggled past her without acknowledgment. Like she was furniture. A decorative statue stationed in the hallway.

The blonde kissed her fingers and pressed them to the doorframe as she passed. "Come see us again, handsome, if you're not too busy saving the world!"

More giggling as they descended the stairs, probably heading home to regale their friends with tales of the Chosen One's prowess.

Goldie had to force herself to relax her jaw. The muscles in her neck were starting to ache.

The door swung wider. Chaddick leaned in the frame, shirtless, rumpled, wearing a satisfied smirk that made her want to punch him in his perfectly sculpted abs.

He looked at her. Took in her position, her obviously sleepless night, her rigid posture.

"You stood there all night?"

Goldie's voice came out flat and hopefully professional. "It's my duty to protect you."

"From what? Having fun?"

Arrogant bastard. After I spent all night…

She kept her expression neutral through sheer force of will. "From anyone who might interrupt your... activities."

He laughed. Actually laughed. Genuine amusement danced in those stupidly blue eyes. "Well, you did a thorough job. Not a single interruption."

"That's what I'm here for." The words tasted like cobwebs and dust.

Chaddick disappeared back into the room. She heard him moving around, getting dressed. He emerged a few minutes later in wrinkled trousers and the undershirt he'd reclaimed from under the bed. The Blade of Prophecy was strapped to his hip, his graduation robe draped over his arm.

He stretched, completely unselfconscious. Several scratches decorated his shoulders and back. Visible evidence of his night's activities.

"Ready for our first official day as the Chosen One and his sidekick?" His tone was cheerful. Energetic. Like he hadn't just spent the entire night engaged in debauchery.

Where does he get the energy?

Goldie pushed off from the wall. Her knees protested the movement. "I was ready yesterday, sir."

"Don't call me sir. Makes me sound as old as the Headmaster."

"As you wish, Chosen One."

He grimaced at the title. "Just... Chaddick is fine."

"I'll consider it." She wouldn't. Proper forms of address maintained proper boundaries, which apparently she needed even more than a nap.

They headed toward the stairs. Chaddick walked with an easy confidence that suggested he hadn't a care in the world. Like he'd gotten a full night's sleep in a comfortable bed, not hours of athletic congress with three women.

Goldie walked half a step behind him, close enough to protect, far enough to observe. The perfect sidekick.

She was a Guardlight, dammit. She would be a professional.

Even when her hero smelled like sex and wine and questionable life choices.


Chapter 4
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Chaddick left The Plucky Gryphon with Goldie in tow, stepping out into Port Veridia's morning chaos with the kind of satisfaction that only came from a night well spent, and problems well avoided.

The harbor city sprawled before them, alive and bustling. Salty air mixed with the smell of fresh bread from nearby bakeries. Fish markets were already hawking their catches, merchants were shouting over each other about the finest silks, the sharpest blades, the most potent healing potions. Sailors stumbled between taverns, some still drunk from last night, others just getting started. The cobblestone streets were slick with morning dew and probably other things he didn't want to think about.

His body ached in the best possible way. Scratches on his back. Bite marks on his shoulder. A pleasant soreness in muscles he didn’t get to exercise in the training yard.

Worth it. Definitely worth it. Right?

He wondered…

Goldie walked half a step behind him, silent as a shadow. He could feel her disapproval radiating like heat from a forge. She hadn't said much since they'd left the tavern, just clipped responses to his attempts at conversation.

She'll get over it, he thought. Probably.

Or maybe she wouldn't. Hard to tell with Paladins. They took everything so seriously.

He glanced back at her. She stared straight ahead, jaw set, ears forward in that militant way that suggested she was barely containing her opinions about his post-ceremony antics.

"You know," he said conversationally, "you could have gotten some sleep. I wasn't in any danger up there."

"My duty is to protect you at all times." Her tone could have frozen the harbor. "Sir."

"I told you not to call me sir."

"And I told you I'd consider it."

He grinned despite himself, turning away at the last second so she wouldn’t see it and get even more mad at him. She was stubborn, but that was okay. So was he. He knew how to deal with stubborn.

They navigated through the morning crowds. Chaddick kept his head down, hoping to avoid recognition. The last thing he needed was someone stopping him to congratulate the Chosen One on his appointment. He'd had enough ceremony yesterday to last a lifetime.

He’d given away the most recognizable bits of his ceremonial attire to the groupies—including the matching underpants in Ye Olde Hero Academy colors—keeping only the robe which he figured he could pawn for a decent price. Maybe exchange for something a bit more practical.

Of course, wearing the Blade of Prophecy at his side made anonymity nearly impossible.

The ancient sword hummed softly against his spine. Not unpleasant, just... present. A constant reminder of the cosmic mistake that had put it there.

Chosen One, he thought with familiar skepticism. Right. Chosen to look good in promotional materials.

His stomach growled, interrupting his thoughts. When was the last time he'd eaten? The grapes the blonde had fed him didn't count. He needed real food. Something substantial.

"If I might make a suggestion, sir," Goldie said, apparently reading his mind. Or hearing his stomach. Hard to tell. "There's a breakfast place up ahead. The Salty Maiden. Good food, reasonable prices."

"Lead the way."

She did, weaving through the crowd like a silver-plated battering ram on a mission. People moved aside for her gleaming armor without even thinking about it. Perks of looking official.

The Salty Maiden was exactly the kind of place Chaddick appreciated. Busy enough that no one paid too much attention to anyone else. Cheap enough that he could afford it on his nonexistent budget. The smell of cooking bacon and fresh coffee hit him like a blessing.

They claimed a corner table. Goldie stood at attention, waiting for him to sit. He put his back to the wall, out of habit. She growled in irritation, then moved her chair so that she, too, could have her back to the wall. Her big brown eyes went immediately to the door.

His sidekick didn’t seem to have a low-key bone in her body. She was hypervigilant, always watching, always ready. Always making him feel like he was slacking off.

Does she ever relax?

A serving girl appeared, looking harried and undercaffeinated. "What'll it be?"

"Breakfast special," Chaddick said. "Extra bacon. Coffee."

"Same," Goldie added. "But water instead of coffee."

The girl nodded and disappeared into the kitchen chaos.

Silence settled over their table. Uncomfortable silence. The kind that begged to be filled with conversation, though Goldie seemed unwilling to provide it.

Chaddick tried. "So. First official day as hero and sidekick."

"Yes." Goldie's expression didn't change.

"Got any suggestions on where we should start?"

"The Quest Board at the Guild Hall.” She shot him a brief, questioning look. "That's where the Chosen One assignments are posted. Sir."

"Right. The Quest Board." He'd never actually been to the Quest Board.

Non-Legacy heroes didn't get the good quests until they'd proven themselves, and proving yourself required completing quests, and completing quests required getting them in the first place. Circular logic at its finest.

Side-quests were the only way for a non-legacy hero to break into the big leagues, but side-quests didn’t get posted on the Quest Board at the Guild Hall. You had to ask bartenders for rumors, chat up local residents, watch for unusual events, or find scraps of paper with cryptic notes on them. If you were really lucky, a beautiful woman would wail in distress as you passed by, and you could offer your services.

But Chaddick was the Chosen One now. Supposedly that came with perks. Like skipping past the ‘pull yourself up by the bootstraps’ stage and getting tossed straight into the ‘in over your head and trying not to drown’ stage of questing. Lucky him.

He didn’t want to disappoint Goldie again, but there was no way in the Seven Hells that he was going to take on any Heroes Guild quests while he was rocking nothing but starter gear.

Chaddick might have an over-powered sword at his side and a perky paladin at his back, but he wasn’t fooled into thinking that the title of Chosen One was enough to qualify him for high-level questing. He’d done a case study in Advanced Hero Economics: Cost-Benefit Analysis of Enchanted Gear that had really opened his eyes to the advantage Legacy heroes had outside the education system. The questing market was stacked against his success.

He'd known that, of course. His entire strategy was based upon the fact that he wasn’t a Legacy hero. He was an underdog, a nobody, a side-quest hero to the bone. And that was totally fine by him. Gold and girls over glory, all the way.

While he’d done the best with what he had, maximizing his heroic image and leaning into the ‘Good Guy’ brand, he always knew he was going to grind to earn his gold.

But this Chosen One gig was really going to cramp his style.

He was going to have to grind a lot harder to earn the gold to buy the gear that would keep him alive to live up to this elevated and un-asked-for standard.

Why couldn’t the headmaster have just given Artemus Pendragon the damned sword?

Their food arrived with impressive speed, rescuing Chaddick from his spiraling throughs. The breakfast special was everything he'd hoped for—eggs, bacon, sausage, fried potatoes, and toast. Enough to feed two people or one very hungry hero.

He dug in with an enthusiasm that belied his internal turmoil. Goldie, on the other hand, ate with the same methodical exactitude she applied to everything else. He wondered if her mind was as methodical and efficient as her movements.

"Can I ask you something?" he said between bites.

She looked up, suspicious. "What?"

"Why'd you volunteer for this assignment?"

Her ears flattened slightly. "I didn't volunteer. The Academy assigns sidekicks based on compatibility assessments."

"Compatibility?" He nearly choked on his coffee. "We're compatible?"

"Apparently the assessment thinks so."

"What does that even mean?"

She set down her fork with deliberate care. "It means the Academy's divination specialists performed a series of tests to determine which sidekick would best complement your... particular skill set."

"My skill set."

"Yes."

"Which is what, exactly?"

Her tail swished once. "I’m not sure yet. Looking heroic while doing the bare minimum?"

He laughed despite himself. "Fair. But I think you're selling me short."

"Am I?"

"I passed all my combat certifications. Top marks in practical application."

"You also failed Heroic History twice and had to retake Prophecy Studies."

Chaddick blinked in surprise. "How do you know that?"

"I pay attention." She returned to her breakfast like the conversation was over.

It wasn't.

"So you're stuck with me," he said. "The lazy hero who can't remember which Chosen One defeated the Lich King in the Third Age."

"Valorian Brightblade. Third Age, Year 247. Defeated the Lich King using the Sword of Dawn and a coalition of seven kingdoms."

"See? You know it. I don't need to."

Her eyes narrowed. "That's not how heroism works."

"Isn't it though? You know the history. I know the fighting. Seems like we complement each other pretty well."

She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it again. She ate her eggs with more force than strictly necessary.

Chaddick grinned into his coffee. A small victory, but he'd take it.

But he couldn’t leave well enough alone. “All right, then. Why do you think the academy placed us together?”

Goldie sighed. Her gaze wavered as if her attention was turning inward. As if this was something she’d thought a lot about, perhaps while she was standing guard outside his room last night and wondering where her life had gone off track.

Chaddick felt another twinge of guilt. It was happening with annoying regularity in the pretty Canin’s presence.

“I don’t know, sir,” she said, finally. “Maybe… maybe they thought you needed someone to guide you on your path.”

“What, like I needed a good influence?”

She didn’t answer, and Chaddick was left with a hollow feeling in his chest.

He was never meant to be the Chosen One. So why did it irritate him so much that no one seemed to think he was capable of doing it properly? He gritted his teeth in frustration. Was there really that much difference between him and that stick-up-his-arse, Artemus Pendragon?

Besides money, family support, and a frankly disturbing ability to memorize historical micro-data?

Chaddick hadn’t chosen the side-quest hero track because he was lazy or incompetent. He’d chosen it because that was the best a guy like him could hope for. He wasn’t interested in wasting his time and effort fighting against a system that still treated heroism like a birthright for the rich and famous.

It was futile. Or so he’d thought.

But now… some twist of the Fates had given him the chance to prove them all wrong.

He had to admit, there was a certain appeal in the idea of rubbing his success in the faces of those who thought he was nothing more than a show off and a wastrel.

Not just for himself, but for all the non-Legacy heroes who came after him.

Maybe there was some wee gutter snipe out there, looking at Chaddick’s posters for Ye Olde Hero Academy and dreaming of the day that he might become not just a hero, but Chosen One, too.

The thought brought the sting of tears to his eyes, but he quickly wiped them away.

Chaddick had never imagined himself with a purpose. It seemed a bit pompous, really. Artemus Pendragon could imagine himself having a purpose in life, but that was because he was overstuffed with an inflated ego and a hefty sack of gold to back up his self-importance.

But if Chaddick could be Chosen, why in the hells couldn’t he have a purpose, too?

The breakfast rush swirled around them. Merchants grabbing quick meals before opening their shops. Dock workers fueling up for the day. A few other adventurers, recognizable by their weapons and weather-worn gear.

Normal people living normal lives. Going to normal jobs. Worrying about normal things.

Meanwhile, Chaddick was supposed to save the world.

He felt something harden inside his chest, a kernel of resolution, no bigger than a pebble but suddenly, irrevocably there.

He would do it, damn it. Eventually.

He just had to figure out how to do it properly.

He could hardly prove the legitimacy of non-Legacy heroes, and validate the hopes and dreams of that imaginary gutter snipe, if he died on the first Heroes Guild quest.

Like his rendezvous with the overly enthusiastic groupies, if he was going to do this, he was going to do it right.

And he was going to do it his way, with or without Goldie Guardlight’s approval.

Admittedly, having her on board would make things easier, though…

"So here's the thing," he said, pushing his empty plate aside. "The Chosen One quest. The big one. The whole capital D, Destiny thing."

"What about it?"

"I can't do it yet."

Goldie's fork paused halfway to her mouth. "Excuse me?"

"I don't have the equipment. The supplies. The funding. Legacy heroes get all that from family coffers. I've got..." He gestured vaguely. "This blade and you. Which is great! Don't get me wrong. But facing down ancient evils requires resources."

"So, what are you proposing?"

"Side quests. Build up some capital first. Get proper armor, potions, maybe recruit a mage or two. Then tackle the big quest when we're actually ready."

She set down her fork entirely. "You want to delay your destiny to run errands for merchants?"

"I want to not die horribly because I charged into a lich's lair wearing an academy-issue gambeson and carrying three weak-sauce healing potions."

"The Academy equipped you with the Blade of Prophecy."

"A heroic blade does not a hero make.” Chaddick lifted a finger in the air like his first year Swordsmanship instructor, Captain Thora Bloodmere, once had, before proceeding to chase his class around the training yard like a bloodthirsty barbarian out to rape and pillage the fledgling heroes under her command. “Dying stupidly while looking heroic is hardly better than simply dying stupidly. In fact, it might be worse.”

Goldie narrowed her big brown eyes. Her jaw clenched. "This is your calling. Your purpose. The Blade of Prophecy chose you."

Chaddick grimaced internally. She thought his purpose was being the Chosen One. How could he explain to her that it didn’t work like that? Not for him. If he was going to have a purpose, it had to be one he chose for himself.

"My purpose is to succeed, not to rush in unprepared because some prophecy says so." He leaned forward. "Look. I know I'm not what you expected. I'm not Artemus Pendragon with his family fortune and his seventeen historical battle strategies memorized. I'm just a guy with a good sword arm and better hair who happens to have gotten chosen by a magic blade. But I'm practical. And practically speaking, we need money more than we need glory."

“My family has money, you know,” she said. “If it’s new equipment you need, I’m sure I could put it on account—”

“No.” Chaddick stared at her, aghast, his hand in front of her face to stop her from saying another word. “I’m sorry, Goldie. You might not think much of me, and I can’t say I blame you for that. But I do have my pride. I might not be the hero you were hoping for, but ‘Chosen One’ or not, I plan to earn my way into the history books. And not just under the footnotes where they cram all the names of the would-be heroes who died before completing their quests.”

Goldie stared at him for a long moment. Her tail swished back and forth, but Chaddick couldn’t tell if it was agitation or amusement. Her face betrayed nothing.

Finally, she said, "How long?"

"What?"

"How long until you feel ready to address your actual destiny?"

He considered. "Three months? Maybe six? Depends on the quests available and what they pay."

"Six months."

"At most. Probably less if we're smart about it."

She picked up her fork again. Stabbed a piece of sausage with more violence than it deserved. "Fine."

"Fine?"

"You're not wrong about the preparation. And we Guardlights have a tradition of proving ourselves, too. I’m not supposed to ask for help, now that we’ve graduated. I just..." She trailed off, ears drooping slightly. "I trained my whole life for this. To serve a true hero. To be part of something important. I don’t know how I feel about side-quests."

Oh. That's what this was about.

"You will be," he said, gentler than before. "Part of something important. Just give me time to not get us both killed, yeah?"

She met his eyes. He could see the gears turning inside her brain as she attempted to work out whether or not she could trust him with her own reputation.

"Fine.” She shrugged, finally. “I gave you my oath, didn’t I?”

“Yeah.” He wilted a little bit. “Sorry about that.”

She kept her brown eyes on him without blinking, like she was seeing past his façade and deep into his soul. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”

That was progress, wasn’t it? He hoped so. He wasn’t sure if he could ever be the kind of hero Goldie Guardlight expected to serve, but Chaddick had a sudden, visceral desire not to let her down.
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Chaddick paid for breakfast with his academy stipend. It didn’t seem right to ask his sidekick to pay, even if she did come from a prestigious, and deep-pocketed family. But there wasn’t much left. The weightlessness of his coin purse was a depressing reminder of his financial situation, but Chaddick tried to put it out of his mind as they headed back out into Port Veridia's streets.

The city had fully woken up now. The morning rush was in full swing. Merchants shouted. Street performers competed for attention. Somewhere a bell tolled, marking the hour.

"So," Goldie said as they walked. "If we're doing side-quests, we should probably ask around. See what's available. That’s… that’s how it works, isn’t it? I didn’t spend much time studying the side-quest track."

"Actually, I had another stop in mind first."

"What stop?” She narrowed her eyes at him and muttered, “Not more groupies, I hope.”

Chaddick suppressed a grin. Was that a hint of jealousy in her tone? Maybe there was hope for this partnership after all…

"The Arcane Quarter,” he said. “I want to get this blade appraised. I have just enough left to pay for that."

Goldie’s ears perked up with interest. "You think it's worth something?"

"It's a legendary artifact. Has to be worth a fortune."

"You're not planning to sell it."

"Of course not. That would be stupid. Besides… I’m not sure the Blade of Prophecy would allow itself to be sold."

"Then why—"

"Insurance purposes. And to understand its enchantments. Knowledge is power, right? You Paladins are big on knowledge."

She looked like she wanted to argue but couldn't find a good reason to. "Fine. The Arcane Quarter it is."

They changed direction, heading deeper into the city. The streets grew narrower, more winding. Older architecture rose around them—buildings that predated the current harbor district by centuries.

The crowd shifted too. Fewer merchants and sailors, more robed figures carrying staves or spell components. The occasional familiar skittered past on a mysterious errand.

Chaddick felt eyes on him.

The sensation prickled along his spine like cold fingers. He'd learned to trust that instinct during his academy years—the feeling of being watched usually meant someone was watching. Nothing mystical about it.

He glanced over his shoulder, casual, like he was just taking in the sights.

Movement caught his eye, a flash of silver armor ducking behind a fruit cart.

His stomach dropped. A glimpse had been enough.

Dark hair, severely parted. Ramrod posture even while trying to hide. The unmistakable glint of spectacles.

Artemus.

Of course. Of course he'd follow them. Making sure the Chosen One—the wrong Chosen One—started his destiny properly. Making sure Chaddick didn't waste time or embarrass the title.

Can't let the fraud slack off, can we?

"Something wrong?" Goldie asked, noticing his pause.

"Thought I saw someone." He kept walking, trying to keep his voice casual. "Probably nothing."

But it wasn't nothing. Artemus Pendragon was following them. Watching. Judging.

Probably hoping I fail so he can swoop in and prove he should have been chosen in the first place.

The thought sat bitter in his chest, like a vindication of his own doubts. If even Artemus—the world’s most anal-retentive cataloguer of prophecies—thought the Headmaster’s choice was wrong, what did that say?

Chaddick's hand drifted to the Blade of Prophecy's hilt. The ancient weapon hummed softly, as if sensing his agitation.

I didn't ask for this, he thought. Any of this. But I’ll be damned if I’ll let that little creep take it from me.

“It’s not Artemus that has you worried, is it?” Goldie asked, her dark brown eyes glinting mischievously. “He’s been following us all morning. He breathes like someone’s plugging his nose. Can’t imagine that plays well in a fight.”

They continued walking. Chaddick didn't look back again, but he could feel Artemus's presence like a weight between his shoulder blades. Following at a distance. Probably taking notes. Probably already composing his report to the Academy about how the Chosen One was wasting time getting his blade appraised instead of rushing off to save the world.

"You're tense," Goldie observed.

"Just thinking."

"About?"

"About how everyone expects me to fail."

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "Not everyone."

He glanced at her. She kept her eyes forward, but her ears had perked up slightly.

"You sure about that?"

"I gave you my oath, sir." Her tail swished once. "My reputation is tied to yours. And I refuse to fail. Even if you are frustratingly impractical about—"

“Stop.”

“Sir?”

“Don’t ruin it, Goldie.” Despite everything, he smiled. "I'll take all the support I can get. Thank you."

They entered the Arcane Quarter proper as the architecture shifted to mirror the bustling magic district. Normal stone buildings gave way to towers that defied physics. Lanterns floated in windows and above the streets. Magical signs changed language based on who looked at them. There was a taste of burnt citrus in the air, that peculiar flavor that came from concentrated magic use.

Chaddick was not much of a magic wielder. It made his nose itch. He’d always found the Arcane Quarter unsettling. There was too much power here in too small a space. Too many ways for things to go wrong.

But if he was going to understand the Blade of Prophecy, this was where he needed to be.

They passed street vendors selling spell components. A shop offering custom wands. What looked like a sketchy, temporary, and probably illegal summoning circle being hastily covered up as city guards approached.

Chaddick sneezed. The magic was getting to him.

"There," Goldie pointed. "Mystical Appraisals and Antiquities. They're reputable."

"How do you know?"

"I’ve done research on every city center in Armathia, including Port Veridia, before graduating. Every major service provider, categorized by specialty."

"You're incredibly prepared."

Her tail wagged slightly, once. "One of us has to be. Sir."

He grinned, despite the lingering unease he felt about Artemus shadowing them. The pretty Canin was warming up to him. Slowly. Very slowly. But progress was progress.

They approached the shop. The narrow building was squeezed between a potion supplier and what appeared to be a fortune teller's parlor. The sign above the door glowed with gentle blue light.

Through the window, Chaddick could see shelves lined with glowing artifacts. A clerk in elaborate robes was examining something that sparkled with purple light. The shop looked expensive. Professional. Exactly what he needed.

He reached for the handle. The brass was warm under his palm, probably enchanted against theft. His fingers closed around it.

The world lurched.

Pressure built in his ears before a wall of force slammed into his back, strong enough to knock the air from his lungs. But he hadn’t moved.

He stared at his hand as if it had betrayed him. “What—?”

“Sir, there’s a—” Goldie’s words were cut off as heat washed over him like opening an oven door. The cobblestones under his feet shook.

Then the sound caught up, somehow seeming to come from everywhere at once.

BOOM!

“An explosion!” she managed to gasp.

It was massive. Loud enough to shake a few tiles from the roof. Windows rattled all along the street. Somewhere glass shattered.

A shimmering plume of iridescent… something… erupted into the air, visible over the roofs of the buildings behind them. The cloud was purple and gold and silver, sparkling in the sunlight like the world's messiest firework.

It was beautiful, actually. But, as it began to fall around them, Chaddick realized it was about to be a big, beautiful mess.

Chunks of glittered masonry rained down. Sticky, shimmering dust billowed up in a thick cloud. Screams echoed through the quarter as people scrambled for cover.

Chaddick's hand moved to the Blade of Prophecy's hilt by instinct.

"What in the name of—?" Goldie had her shield up, already scanning for threats.

"That came from the direction of the Mages Guild," he said, trying to get his bearings through the chaos. “Those crazy bastards are always up to something.”

Chaddick turned back toward the door, his mind still half on the appraisal of his sword.

Goldie cleared her throat. "We should help, sir. People could be hurt."

Right. Of course.

He was a hero now. This was his job.

He no longer had to wait around for a professor to give him an assignment. He could go find his own.

This was a ripe opportunity to drum up a side-quest, wasn’t it?

Unusual events were one of the best places to find higher-level side-quests. Much better than hanging around inns, waiting for some rich merchant to request an escort through bandit territory.

This might just be his lucky day.


Chapter 5
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They ran toward the explosion, pushing through the crowd of people fleeing in the other direction. The sticky, presumably magical substance had splashed across several buildings, coating cobblestones and walls in rainbow-slick goo that made running treacherous.

The source of the explosion came into view. A building—or what was left of one. The entire front wall had collapsed outward. Scorch marks decorated what remained. Papers floated down like snow, covered in arcane formulas and diagrams.

A laboratory. Someone's magical laboratory had just exploded spectacularly.

Oh, ho! There’s gotta be money involved here… Chaddick thought. I just have to find the most desperate looking person.

In the center of the crater, surrounded by wreckage and magical residue, stood a woman.

An unbelievably gorgeous woman. What luck! His favorite flavor of damsel in distress…

The elven beauty’s long red hair was in wild disarray, her aristocratic features smudged with soot. Her emerald eyes blazed with absolute… fury?

Not quite the standard D-in-D, but maybe…

"SEVENTEEN WEEKS OF RESEARCH!" She screamed at the settling dust and kicked a piece of rubble. "WASTED!"

Chaddick stopped at the crater's edge, slightly out of breath. Goldie appeared beside him, shield still raised, scanning for danger. She narrowed her eyes at the elf and let out a small growl.

Chaddick had a feeling Goldie might not be quite as enthusiastic as he was about this particular side quest. But D-in-D side-quests were superior in that they offered the potential for both gold and girls, so… he was willing to remain open minded about the situation.

The elf was, to put it mildly, stunning. Even covered in soot and magical goo and righteous anger, she was objectively magnificent. Delicate pointed ears. Perfect bone structure. The kind of beauty that belonged in royal courts, not standing in the middle of a smoking crater.

"She looks like more trouble than she’s worth,” Goldie stated matter-of-factly. “Doubly so if I’m interpreting that glint in your eye correctly, sir.”

“Glint?” he grinned. “What glint?”

“The one that should at least have dimmed after your antics last night,” she growled. “The kind that suggests you’re in the mood for more distractions.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Chaddick gave his biceps an experimental flex. “This is a classic damsel in distress situation. Better yet, she looks rich. It’s got all the ingredients for a perfect side-quest.”

“Mmmhmm.” She planted herself firmly between him and his view of the elven beauty. “And the fact that she looks like a hot mess—”

“Emphasis on hot.”

“—is purely coincidence?”

“Precisely.”

“I’m sure.” She flattened her ears and gave him a skeptical look. “Perhaps we should—"

Heavy footsteps approached from behind them. Chaddick glanced back and grimaced.

He recognized the Mage’s Guild Master, Silas Mordain, instantly. Chaddick had flubbed a second year practice quest for the man. It was impossible to forget the corpulent, sweating, lump draped in purple robes, his jowls quivering with indignation. It was exactly the same look he’d given Chaddick when he’d failed to bring back… what was it again? Some kind of feather…

Two Guild Enforcers flanked Master Mordain, their badges glowing with authority.

Oh good. The thugs have arrived. Just what this situation needed.

"Miss Lumistrae!" Mordain's voice boomed across the crater. "AGAIN?"

The elf—Lumistrae, apparently—straightened her spine. Her aristocratic composure slid into place despite the soot streaking her cheeks. "Master Mordain. I can explain—"

"You've said that four times already this year. I’m becoming weary of your explanations."

"The research was proceeding correctly, sir. A minor miscalculation in the catalyst phase—"

"There are no minor miscalculations at this level, Miss Lumistrae."

The elven woman cleared her throat, a high blush rising to spread across her sculpted cheekbones. “I can pay for the damages, sir. You know my family would be happy to—”

“This is not about the money, child. It’s about the guild’s reputation!”

Chaddick watched the exchange with growing interest. The elf's posture was proud. Defensive. But underneath he could see real panic in her eyes.

Mordain pulled out an official-looking document. Unfurled it with the theatrical flair of someone who'd been waiting to use it.

"Standard protocol under these circumstances is permanent credential revocation."

The elf's face went pale under the soot. “You’d kick me out of the guild? But… my research! You can’t—!”

"However," Mordain continued, clearly enjoying himself, "I'm offering an alternative."

Chaddick's mercantile instincts kicked in. She's desperate. He's got leverage. This is a setup.

"Retrieve a plume from the Cockatrice in Stonefeather Caverns and I might just find it in my heart to sweep this little incident under the rug. Again. With all the others. You will have three days."

One of the Enforcers handed the elf a specimen jar. She blinked at it, clearly in shock. “But…”

"I require a specific feather—from the crest,” he continued without pause, his chins wobbling dramatically. “The rarity of this item, combined with the difficulty in procuring it, is sufficient to retain your status in the Mage’s Guild. If you are unable to do so, your membership will be revoked and with it, your access to Guild libraries and research facilities across Armathia.”

The elf let out a strangled gasp. Even Goldie, who obviously didn’t like the woman, tensed in anger at the Guild Master’s words. But Chaddick was struck by something else.

Cockatrice. That was the feather he’d failed to gather nearly three years ago, though the location was different. Interesting that Guild Master Mordain was still in search of one…

Chaddick remembered the quest from his Predator Psychology class with particular keenness, as they’d almost lost one of their party members. Their instructor, a retired monster tracker named Dorn Pike, had been enraged at Mordain for putting the students in unnecessary danger.

Cockatrices were far above their level at the time. Petrifying gaze. Razor talons. Aggressive territorial behavior.

And they’d been second year hero students. This was definitely not a solo mission for a magic researcher.

There was no way she could—

“I accept!” The elf's jaw clenched. "I accept the terms, Guild Master."

"Three days, Miss Lumistrae. Or you will never set foot in another Guild library for the rest of your impressive lifespan. That’s a fact.”

The threat hung in the air. Mordain and his Enforcers left, boots crunching through the wreckage.

The elf stood alone in her crater, surrounded by the ruins of her laboratory. She held onto the specimen jar like it was a death sentence, which it was clearly meant to be. But she did not seem ready to give up just yet. A determined look crossed the woman’s face as she raised her defiant green eyes to survey the crowd.

Chaddick's mind was already calculating. Desperate elf. Dangerous quest. Limited timeframe.

Opportunity.

Goldie must have sensed his thoughts. "Chaddick, don’t.”

She’d used his name. Best not draw attention to it.

"Don't what?" he asked with as much innocence as he could muster.

"Whatever you're thinking. At least, we should talk about it first."

"I'm thinking she needs a hero."

"You're thinking she has money."

"Can't it be both?"

He flashed her a roguish grin, and before Goldie could respond, Chaddick stepped into the crater, walking toward the elf with his most confident stride.

The Canin woman gave a low growl and muttered a Paladin prayer for patience before, reluctantly, she followed.
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The explosion had been spectacular. Even by Tiriel’s standards.

And her standards, admittedly, were quite high when it came to catastrophic magical failures.

The shockwave hit first—a wall of pressure that knocked the air from her lungs and threw her backward. She landed hard on the laboratory floor, ears ringing, vision swimming. Heat followed, washing over her like dragon's breath. Then came the sound—BOOM—so loud it rattled her teeth.

When she could see again, the front wall of her laboratory was gone. Just... gone. Collapsed outward in a shower of stone and mortar. Papers floated down like snow, her precious notes scattering across the street. Her equipment—months of careful acquisition—lay in ruins.

And in the center of it all, the Transmutation Circle she'd spent seventeen weeks perfecting was nothing but scorch marks and the acrid stench of failure.

Seventeen weeks.

Tiriel Lumistrae pushed herself to her feet. Her body ached. Soot covered everything—her robes, her hands, her face. She could taste ash and singed lemons, the aftermath of magical discharge.

The rage came slowly, building like a storm.

"SEVENTEEN WEEKS OF RESEARCH!" She kicked a piece of rubble. It skittered across the crater. "WASTED!"

The crowd that had gathered at the edges of the destruction stared at her. She didn't care. Let them stare. Let them whisper about the mad elf who kept blowing things up.

She was so tired of this. So tired of being careful, of following protocols, of trying to work within the Guild's restrictive regulations when true breakthroughs required pushing boundaries.

But she'd pushed too far. Again. And this time, she didn’t think she was going to get away with it.

The worst part was, with the Black Zenith quickly approaching, it might be weeks before she could start again.

The last thing she needed was more bad luck.

Once a year, the two moons’ dark phases were synchronized. Both new moons rose directly overhead, briefly nullifying celestial light and causing Armathia’s magical aether to become fragile.

Disturbances in the aether caused all kinds of unexpected magical effects, and Tiriel was fairly adept at creating those all on her own without the help of ominous celestial events, thank you very much.

Every seven years the Black Zenith also coincided with a shift in the planet’s magnetic poles, which amplified void magic and caused further disruptions for aethereal spells.

And, while she didn’t have a celestial calendar handy at the moment—it was probably a pile of cinders right now—with the luck she was having lately, she should probably put her research on hold until things returned to normal.

The fact that her Transmutation Circle had failed before the Black Zenith had even started added insult to injury. She technically couldn’t even blame the creeping void for her misfortune.

Unless the effects were getting stronger… Maybe this was a seven year event. She hadn’t been paying proper attention.

It was even said that, every thousand years, the Star of Oblivion—a dead sun—would appear during the Black Zenith, marking the moment when the fabric of reality would thin, allowing all the darkness from beyond the void to flood into their world.

Tiriel didn’t know if she believed any of that apocalyptic doom and gloom. But she did have particularly bad luck around the time of the Black Zenith each year, so there might be something to it.

Don’t be stupid, she chastised herself, the darkness beyond the void isn’t going to waste its time meddling with your spells. Admit it. You’re a screw up!

Heavy footsteps approached. Tiriel's stomach dropped. She knew those footsteps. Knew that wheezing breath.

"Miss Lumistrae!" Guild Master Silas Mordain's voice boomed across the crater. "AGAIN?"

She straightened her spine. Drew on every bit of aristocratic composure her family had drilled into her since childhood. Turned to face him with her chin high, even though inside she was screaming.

"Master Mordain. I can explain—"

"You've said that four times this year. I’m becoming weary of your explanations"

Four times. Had it really been four? The spring equinox incident. The midsummer... thing. That unfortunate business with the animated brooms—she was never going to live that one down, apparently a bard was already singing songs about it.

And now this. Damn it, this did make four.

"The research was proceeding correctly, sir," she tried. "A minor miscalculation in the catalyst phase—"

"There are no minor miscalculations at this level. Miss Lumistrae."

She cleared her throat. Heat rose to her cheeks. "I can pay for the damages, sir. You know my family would be happy to—"

"This is not about the money, child. It's about the Guild's reputation!"

The word 'child' stung. She was sixty-three years old. Young by elven standards, yes, but hardly a child. Yet Mordain insisted on treating her like a particularly troublesome student rather than a legitimate researcher.

He pulled out a document. Unrolled it with theatrical flourish. Her heart sank.

"Standard protocol under these circumstances is permanent credential revocation."

The world tilted. "You'd kick me out of the Guild? But... my research! You can't—!"

"However," he continued, and something in his tone made her skin crawl, "I'm offering an alternative."

An alternative. That should have been a relief. Instead, dread pooled in her stomach.

"Retrieve a plume from the Cockatrice in Stonefeather Caverns and I might just find it in my heart to sweep this little incident under the rug. Again. With all the others. You will have three days."

One of the Enforcers handed her a specimen jar. She stared at it stupidly.

Cockatrice. Stonefeather Caverns. Three days.

He was sending her to die.

Ha! More bad luck. Three days’ time would be the peak of the Black Zenith. The irony didn’t tickle her quite as much as it might have under other circumstances.

"I require a specific feather…" Mordain continued, his multiple chins wobbling with each word. But she hardly heard the words. His intent was clear. She either found a way to perform this impossible feat, or her life was over.

No libraries. No research facilities. No access to the collective magical knowledge accumulated over millennia.

For an academic, it was a death sentence worse than the Cockatrice itself.

“I accept!” Her teeth made an uncomfortable grinding sensation as she forced the words out, as if she were scheduling her own execution. "I accept the terms, Guild Master."

"Three days, Miss Lumistrae. Or you will never set foot in another Guild library for the rest of your impressive lifespan. That's a fact."

He left. The Enforcers followed. Their boots crunched through the wreckage of her life's work.

Tiriel stood alone, holding the specimen jar like it had teeth. Her jaw hurt from clenching and she might have cracked a tooth. But the pain felt as if it were happening to someone else, she was so faintly aware of it.

Three days to retrieve a Cockatrice feather. Alone. With her limited combat magic and complete lack of survival skills. With her bad luck being magnified by a superstition that seemed determined to prove itself to her.

She was going to die in a cave somewhere, probably petrified mid-scream, and no one would ever finish her research on effect-reversal enchantments—ironically, the only thing which might save her from petrification; that was a bitter pill to swallow.

She supposed the plus side would be that, if she was dead, she wouldn’t need the reversal spell anymore. The trouble with her feet would hardly matter if they were encased permanently in stone.

The thought made her want to cry. Or scream. Or both.

Her boots felt tight. They always felt tight now. Two extra toes on each foot, perfectly formed and completely mortifying. The result of an experiment gone wrong months ago. She'd been trying to create a transformation spell—temporary, controlled, elegant, the kind of spell that would win awards at the annual Guild convention.

Instead, she'd given herself extra piggies to take to market.

She'd been wearing specially commissioned boots ever since. Told the cobbler it was a new fashion trend from the High Elven courts. He'd believed her, thank the gods. But they hurt. Constantly. The extra toes pressed against the leather, cramped and uncomfortable.

And now she'd never be able to fix them.

Unless...

Her eyes narrowed. She looked at the specimen jar, then at the crowd still gathered at the crater's edge.

Stonefeather Caverns. She knew those caves. Had studied them extensively during her third year at the Mage’s Guild. Deep limestone formations. Rich in magical minerals.

And—most importantly—home to colonies of Volvariella Retroversa.

Widdershrooms. The effect-reversing fungi were extremely rare and a key ingredient to the reversal potion she’d discovered in the search for a cure for her curse. They also enhanced biological effects when brewing non-magical potions and poultices, but it was that magic-reversing element she was after.

So far, unable to procure the uncommon ingredient, she’d attempted to make do with selective combinations of weaker reagents, but—while the spell worked—none of her attempts had been strong enough to reverse the curse she’d unwittingly placed upon herself.

If she was being forced to go into those caves anyway...

Hope flickered in her chest like a tiny bird with a broken wing. Small. Fragile. Still likely to die. But it was there.

She could get the feather. Harvest the Widdershrooms. Cure her condition. Save her career.

She just needed to not die.

Which required help.

Her gaze swept the crowd, looking for—what? A mercenary? An adventurer? Someone desperate enough to accept a dangerous contract on short notice?

Two figures stood at the crater's edge. One in gleaming plate armor—Canin, judging by the ears and tail. A Paladin, from the look of her gear. The other...

Tiriel's breath caught.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Sun-bleached hair that caught the morning light. Square jaw currently set in what looked like concern. And on his hip—

It couldn’t be, could it?

The Blade of Prophecy.

She'd seen that blade in texts. Studied its history. The fabled weapon only appeared when the world needed a Chosen One.

Ye Olde Hero Academy in Port Veridia produced more legendary heroes than any other school in Armathia. That was no accident. They had a monopoly on the seers who foresaw these myth-worthy adventurers, paying top salaries for oracles, prophets, and fortunetellers, who flocked to the school from across the kingdom. It was an excellent marketing strategy, when she thought about it.

But for the first time, she realized how the local school’s obsession with producing Chosen Ones might benefit her.

The Blade of Prophecy was not the only weapon of its kind, but it was the most powerful. As far as Tiriel knew, the last time it had been assigned was nearly a decade ago. It was said the blade would only appear when the previous Chosen One fell in battle or died of old age.

Which meant...

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods!

The man started walking toward her. Confident stride. Easy smile that probably worked on every heterosexual woman in a twelve mile radius. He was young, fresh-faced, and vital in a way that she could almost feel, pulsating toward her like an aura of promise.

Tiriel’s mind cataloged his appearance with an academic instinct to preserve every detail—good bone structure, excellent muscle definition visible even through his clothes, eyes a shade of blue that would make the Queen of the Fae jealous. That might be a problem, actually. The Queen of the Fae was a salty bitch, known for seeking petty revenge on mortals she felt threatened by. If they were to enter the Enchanted Woods…

Never mind that. She was getting ahead of herself.

The point was, this man was objectively gorgeous in basically every possible category of attractiveness.

Her hindbrain noted this with more enthusiasm than was strictly professional. She realized this with a twinge of annoyance. But before she could get her flustered thoughts back on track, the gorgeous, golden statue of gallantry spoke.

"Forgive me if I’m wrong, miss, but you seem to be a damsel in distress," he said. “Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

His voice was warm and self-assured, the kind of voice that expected agreement. His smile widened and her insides began to quiver with excitement.

But it wouldn’t do to appear too eager.

She blinked slowly, buying time to think. Damsel in distress. How... quaint. She supposed he wasn’t wrong, though, even if the term was a bit old-fashioned.

Ye Old Hero Academy was a bit stodgy in their teachings. In fact, she’d heard it was only in the last hundred years that they even allowed females to enroll as heroes and side-kicks!

The man did have the Blade of Prophecy, however, which meant he was probably competent. And his companion was a well-armed and -armored female Canin, so he probably wasn’t a total muscle brain. She hoped.

Besides… desperate situations called for desperate measures.

"That depends," she said, keeping her tone cool despite her racing heart. "What's your rate?"

His smile didn't falter. "Negotiable. Based on danger level and timeline."

"I'm sure you heard the Guild Master." She tilted her head, studying him. "Cockatrice in Stonefeather Caverns. Three days maximum."

The Paladin appeared at his shoulder. "We really don't have time for this sort of thing, sir. You have a responsibility to the people—"

Interesting. The Paladin didn't want him taking the contract. Which meant either she was very dedicated to his Chosen One duties, or she was protective of him personally.

Or both.

"Are you... the Chosen One?" Tiriel asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Recently appointed," he confirmed. "This is Goldie Guardlight, my sidekick. And she's right, we do have rather important business to attend to. The fate of Armathia is in my hands, and all that sort of thing."

His tone was casual. Almost flippant about his supposed destiny. Curious.

"Tiriel Lumistrae." She gave a small nod. Then, for added effect, she bit her lip in what she hoped was a seductive manner. "I have… a proposal."

"I'm listening."

Her family fortune flashed through her mind. Gold meant nothing compared to knowledge. Compared to fixing her feet. Compared to continuing her research. But the fact that they’d always had so much of it, and she didn’t consider it to be of particular personal importance, meant she didn’t really know its value. She’d have to guess what a quest like this was worth… but what would be reasonable?

Damn it! I should have paid more attention during that Magical Accounting seminar they made us attend last year. Hmm. How about…?

"Ten thousand gold pieces. From my family accounts. Half now, half on successful return."

His expression barely changed, but she caught it—the slight widening of his eyes, the momentary pause in his breathing. He wanted this. Needed this, probably.

Good. Desperation made people agreeable.

I should know.

"You're serious," he said.

"Completely." She met his eyes. Held his gaze. "Do we have an arrangement?"

The Paladin made a small sound. Disapproval clearly, but also shock. Ten thousand must have been a fortune. Oh well, it was too late to do anything about it now.

The Chosen One extended his hand. "You've got yourself a hero."

She reached her fingers toward his, her heart hammering in her chest at the thought of touching this mortal who appeared as a god.

"Not so fast, ma'am."

The new voice came from behind them. Crisp. Proper. Slightly nasal with barely contained indignation.

Tiriel turned, feeling the flash of annoyance burn across her face. She was probably as red as her hair by this point. “Excuse me?” she snapped.

Another man approached. His silver armor gleamed in the sunlight. A fine, ruler-straight line sliced his dark hair down the center like it had been split by a scalpel so sharp the pale flesh hadn’t remembered to bleed. His spectacles caught the light and hid his eyes, which annoyed her even more. He moved with rigid posture, each step measured and correct.

Everything about him screamed 'by the book.'

The Chosen One's expression shifted as he turned toward the man, not quite a grimace, but close. "Artemus," he growled.

"Questwell." The name came out clipped. Disapproving.

The newcomer stopped at the crater's edge. Looked at Tiriel, then at the Chosen One, then back at Tiriel.

"Artemus Pendragon," he said, removing his spectacles to clean them with unnecessary ruthlessness. "Top of the graduating class in Heroic Theory and Combat Applications. I couldn't help but overhear your predicament, Miss...?"

She narrowed her eyes. If he’d overheard their conversation, he must have overheard her name. Why was he being coy? This was probably one of those strange human customs about proper introductions. He wasn’t supposed to admit to knowing who she was until she’d told him. Ridiculous.

"Lumistrae," she supplied, reluctantly. She didn’t like playing social games with humans, but she was curious despite herself. If he was the top of his class, why did this Questwell fellow have the Blade of Prophecy? She cleared her throat and added, “Tiriel Lumistrae.”

"Miss Lumistrae." He replaced his spectacles. "A Cockatrice is no simple matter. They require specific tactical approaches based on environmental factors, seasonal behavior patterns, and nest proximity variables."

He pulled out actual notes from his belt pouch. Unfolded them with crisp efficiency. As a researcher herself, Tiriel probably should have been impressed. But to be perfectly honest, she’d always been a bit more of a mad scientist type of researcher, operating on instinct half the time. The only thing she did ‘by the book’ was lose her page.

"I've studied thirteen historical accounts of Cockatrice encounters. I know their behavioral patterns, optimal combat strategies, and vulnerabilities." He showed her the diagrams. They were detailed and thorough, clearly the product of extensive research.

She plucked them from his fingers. “May I?”

He winced as if it pained him, but he allowed her to look in more detail.

"My point is, I would be the logical, professional choice for your expedition," he continued. "My rates are competitive, and unlike some—" a pointed look at the Chosen One, "—I take my contracts seriously."

Tiriel studied the notes, frowning as she flipped through the pages. They were good. Very good. Historical analysis. Tactical breakdowns. Environmental considerations. The work of someone who'd put genuine effort into understanding his subject.

“As you can see,” he said, glancing at the scattered remains of Tiriel’s research and looking very much like he wanted to take the notebook back lest she destroy his work in a similar way, “I have many qualities which you clearly could make use of, given the state of your… um, well… I would be quite honored to help you get your life back on track, is what I mean.”

Get my life back on track. That’s presumptuous. Even if he’s not wrong.

She looked up at Artemus Pendragon. Took in his rigid posture, his earnest expression, his obvious competence.

Then she looked at the Chosen One—Questwell, apparently. His casual confidence. His easy smile. The way he watched her with those blue eyes, like he was genuinely interested in her answer rather than expecting it.

The Paladin stood between them, glowering at both men with equal intensity. Her tail was still. Her ears flat. She clearly didn't approve of any of this.

Logically, Artemus Pendragon was the better choice. He seemed more prepared. More serious. More… rigidly rule-following. Perhaps that was the kind of man she needed to get herself back in the Guild Master’s good books.

But.

Something about him set her teeth on edge. The stiff-necked posture felt less like confidence and more like an attempt to maintain control. His earnest expression felt rehearsed, like he practiced it in the mirror each morning, along with his self-important little introduction.

To her, the way he'd interrupted them and immediately dismissed the Chosen One spoke more of arrogance poorly disguised as professionalism.

More than that—she'd seen his type before. In the Guild. In her family's social circles. Men who followed every rule, memorized every protocol, and used their correctness as a weapon against anyone who dared to be different.

As a woman cursed with being just a little bit ‘different’ her entire life—especially with the latest humiliating condition she’d brought upon herself—the attentions of men such as Artemus Pendragon made her feel anxious more than anything.

Questwell, on the other hand, had barely looked at her scattered notes. Hadn't drawn attention to her obviously failed research. Hadn't even acknowledged her blown up laboratory. And she got the feeling that he honestly didn’t care.

He'd just offered to help.

And he'd smiled like he actually wanted to. Even before she’d offered him an obscene amount of gold…

Her decision crystallized.

"Thank you for your offer, Mr. Pendragon." She stuffed his notes into her cleavage, where he wouldn’t dare attempt to retrieve them. "But I've already contracted Mr. Questwell."

Artemus blinked behind his spectacles. "But... I'm clearly more qualified."

"Perhaps."

This time he blinked at her ample breasts, where his notes had just disappeared, the color draining from his face. "I have a comprehensive strategy prepared."

"I'm sure you do." She smiled. “Thank you for sharing it with me. That was very generous of you.”

"Questwell barely passed Tactical Theory!"

"Is that relevant?"

“If it makes you feel any better,” the Paladin spoke up, her ears suddenly alert as she narrowed her eyes at the highly-polished interloper, “he did get top marks in every single one of his practical courses, including Swordsmanship, Monster-Scale Melee, Improvised Weaponry, and Applied Ropework: Climbing, Binding, and “Don’t Ask” Scenarios.”

Artemus sputtered with rage. “I… what…. And how do you know that?”

“The marks are posted outside the dean’s office, Pendragon. I know the marks of all the top heroes. And I know that you failed—”

“That’s quite enough!”

Tiriel felt a shiver of pleasure rush unexpectedly down her spine. “Ropework, you say? What exactly do you mean, about those ‘don’t ask’ scenarios?”

“Umm.” A blush rose in the Canin’s cheeks as she realized what Tiriel was implying. “I’ll… I’ll tell you later…”

The Chosen One—Questwell—was fighting down laughter. She could see it in the way his shoulders shook slightly. “Goldie, I had no idea you were keeping such close tabs on my progress all these years. That ropework class was enlightening though, now that you mention it.”

Artemus sputtered. "He's not taking his destiny seriously! He's a fraud! He—"

"He accepted my contract first." She let aristocratic ice creep into her tone. The voice her mother used to dismiss unwanted guests. "Good day, Mr. Pendragon."

She turned her back on him waiting for the tell-tale sound of his feet crunching away in the gravel.

Tiriel faced Questwell. The grin had broken through his attempt at composure as he watched Pendragon slink away like a kicked dog with his tail between his legs.

"Tomorrow morning," she said. "Dawn. East gate. Bring appropriate supplies for wilderness travel and cave exploration."

"Done," he agreed.

"And..." She hesitated. This was risky, but necessary. "Whatever happens on this quest… it stays between us. The Guild does not need to know of any extraneous objectives, do you understand?”

His expression sharpened, but Tiriel noted interest rather than suspicion. "What other objectives?"

"That's my business," she said, a bit snippily. “I should think the fee I’m paying is enough to buy your discretion.”

He studied her for a moment. Then nodded. "Fair enough."

Behind them, Artemus was standing at the edge of the still-smoking crater, staring at them as if still in shock at being dismissed so promptly.

Questwell lifted a hand to his mouth and called, "Better luck next time, Pendragon!"

The Paladin—Goldie—made a sound like a sigh and a growl combined. "You got your quest, sir. You don’t have to antagonize him."

"No," Questwell agreed cheerfully. "But it is a nice bonus. The stuck up little prat could use a few bruises to his ego, don’t you think?"

Goldie muttered something unintelligible, but Tiriel didn’t exactly get the sense that the Canin disagreed.

They started to leave. Tiriel watched them go—the confident hero and his disapproving sidekick.

What had she done?

Ten thousand gold to a man she'd met five minutes ago. A man who'd clearly made his decision based on money rather than duty. A man who'd antagonized his apparent rival with gleeful enthusiasm.

A man who'd offered to help without insulting her capabilities.

She looked down at the specimen jar in her hands. The ruins of her smoldering laboratory seemed to close in on her. A twinge of pain shot through her feet from the too-tight boots hiding her shameful secret.

Three days. One Cockatrice. A fortune in gold.

And maybe—maybe—a cure.

It would be worth it. Even if she would have to present her mother and father with an extensive report on why she was requesting such a substantial sum. They didn’t care about money any more than she did, but they kept a careful account of where it went anyway. Presumably to ensure they always had more than their enemies—like the Queen of the Fae, for example.

Tiriel turned to survey the wreckage, already mentally cataloging what could be salvaged. Her notes on effect-reversal theory. The intact alembics. Her journals.

And tucked in her belt pouch, still carefully preserved—her research on Volvariella Retroversa, the Widdershrooms' properties, their habitat requirements and the precise method for harvesting them.

Tomorrow she'd meet the Chosen One and his grumpy Paladin and begin the journey to Stonefeather Caverns.

Tomorrow she'd risk her life for her career and her cure.

But first, she needed to go home. Clean up. Pack properly.

And maybe—just maybe—do a little research on Chaddick Questwell.

The Chosen One who smiled like he had nothing to prove and not a care in the world beyond the glint in his eye at the mention of ten thousand gold.


Chapter 6
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The delicate iron gates of the Lumistrae estate swung shut behind Tiriel with a soft, expensive-sounding clink. The beautiful elf stood inside the courtyard a moment longer, grinning as if nothing in the world could possibly go wrong for her that day—an impressive feat, given that she’d just blown up a good chunk of the Mage’s Guild and had her membership threatened. But it seemed she had every confidence that Chaddick and Goldie would be able to help her complete the Guild Master’s quest to retrieve a Cockatrice plume from Stonefeather Caverns.

Her copper hair caught the morning light like molten metal, glowing so bright it hurt Chaddick’s eyes. The singed guild robes swayed around her body in the breeze, clinging to her curves in a rather distracting way. She lifted one hand to wave goodbye.

“Sunrise at the East Gate!” she called, bright as a bell. “Don’t be late!”

Then she vanished behind the hedges, leaving Chaddick standing in the middle of the cobblestone road with a slip of enchanted parchment in his hand.

He stared at it. Then at Goldie. Then back at the parchment.

“I thought she said 10,000 gold.”

“Well,” Goldie said, cocking her head to the side. “Half up front is only 5000 gold. And that’s what you’ve got, isn’t it?”

Chaddick frowned. “This is… money?”

Goldie’s tail dropped and her eyebrows pinched together as she eyed him carefully. “Yes. What did you think it was?”

“It’s paper!”

“It’s enchanted paper,” Goldie explained, sounding like she thought he might be a bit hung over because he was being slow. “Worth 5000 gold.”

Chaddick held it up to the sunlight. The Lumistrae crest shimmered—three entwined stars encircled by runic script that probably meant something like By my noble authority, please do not rob the bearer of this note. A faint glow pulsed under the surface like a heartbeat.

Five thousand gold.

He should have felt triumphant. Wealthy, even, given his usually lightweight coin purse.

Instead, he felt like a child holding a very fancy bookmark.

“I can’t go shopping with this,” he exclaimed.

“Well, no. We’ll have to—”

“I thought we’d be given bags. Full ones. Big, glorious bags of gold. Gold! Not paper.”

Goldie stared at him as if he were speaking another language.

“Sir,” she said. “Do you have any idea how much 5000 gold coins would weigh?”

Chaddick shrugged. “Well, lots. But I’ve been working out, you know. It’s kind of my whole thing.”

“It would be hundreds of pounds!” She mimed the size of a small mule. “You don’t casually hand someone that kind of payment in coin. You’d need a wagon!”

Chaddick glanced up at the sprawling estate where the pretty elf had just disappeared. “I don’t think it would be beyond them to provide a small wagon, if that was the only sticking point,” he said. “Look at that place. They probably have an entire fleet of wagons next to their army of carriages.”

“And where would you put it?” Goldie pressed, shaking her head. “Just sling it over your shoulder and hope no one decides to relieve you of your burden?”

Chaddick gave her what he hoped was a charming grin. “I happen to have a top tier side-kick and professional bodyguard to protect me.”

Goldie’s ears flattened in the way that implied she was very patiently trying not to shout.

“People like the Lumistrae family don’t carry their fortunes around in jingling sacks,” she said. “They use promissory notes, like that one. Bonds. Guild-backed credits. Enchanted writs registered with the Sanctum Mercatoria.”

“Right, he said. “Obviously.”

He had no idea what any of that meant.

“I’m just saying,” he continued, “the three G’s are gold, girls, and glory. This is false advertising.”

Goldie tapped the note in his hand. “This thing is worth more than everything I own, including my armor. It’s just as good as gold, I promise you that.”

“If I can’t take it shopping, then I’m going to have to disagree with you on that point.” He gestured at his clothes. Canvas pants, clean but well-worn with a patch on the thigh. A blue under-shirt that had seen better days—the brunette groupie had wandered away wearing the dress tunic that had been provided for him at the ceremony. “This is all I own, other than the Academy issued armor back in my dorm. I was going to get actual gear, and a pack animal! Maybe some socks without holes in them!”

Goldie gave him a worried look. “Your boots are nice,” she offered, trying to stay positive.

The boots were nice. And they had an enchantment on them that kept his feet dry, which was even nicer.

“I won them,” Chaddick said with a shrug. “Besides the sword, which I still need to get appraised, they are the only non-crap thing I own. I was really looking forward to spending that gold!”

“Sir,” Goldie’s voice gentled. “We’ll go to the Sanctum Mercatoria and get it sorted out. Don’t worry.”

Chaddick looked uncertainly at the enchanted note in his hand. “And they’ll… what? Take this paper and give me gold?”

“That’s the idea, yeah. They’ll transfer the note’s value into an account under your name,” Goldie said. “And then you can withdraw whatever you need to buy armor. Or a mule. Or a nice, thick pair of woolen socks. Whatever your heart desires.”

“Armor first.”

“Armor is always first,” she said with relief.

He folded the note carefully—very, very carefully—and ticked it into a pouch sewn into his shirt. It crinkled with quiet indignity, as if it couldn’t believe its lot in life. How was it possible that even a piece of paper from a noble could feel so pompous.

He sighed. “I was looking forward to real coin.”

“I am looking forward to not hauling hundreds of pounds of gold through the streets,” Goldie said. “We can’t all have our dreams come true.”

He huffed a laugh. It made her tail flick once, in satisfaction.

“All right,” he said. “But if the girls end up being made of paper, I’m going to be pissed.”

“Come on, sir,” Goldie said. She turned away from the mansion. “We should get out of here before they report us to the guard for lurking outside their gates.”

“Wouldn’t want to bring down the property value for Mr. Lumistrae.”

“That’s right. He still owes you 5000 gold, remember.”

“Assuming we can do this quest.”

“We can,” Goldie grinned, her tail wagging again. “With that much money, we’ll be able to get you kitted out like a Legacy hero.”

Chaddick hoped that would be enough.
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The Sanctum Mercatoria loomed at the end of a cobblestone boulevard, like a temple built by someone who worshipped symmetry. Smooth white marble walls, carved into perfect squares and rectangles, mirrored each other left and right of the doors. Two lion statues flanked the entrance—each larger than a horse, watching the street with cold gemstone eyes that flickered when people passed beneath them.

Chaddick felt those eyes crawl down his spine as he and Goldie climbed the wide steps.

Inside, the air grew colder. All that money stored inside this place, and they apparently didn’t believe in keeping it heated.

Long wooden counters stretched across the main hall. Thin, hollow-cheeked attendants in dove-gray robes moved behind them. Their faces were sharp with austerity. Their hands were ink-stained. Their eyes were cloudy with age.

Apparently they didn’t believe in feeding their employees, either. Or allowing them to retire.

As the doors closed behind them, every clerk in the building looked up. Then they looked him over.

The Blade of Prophecy at his hip hummed faintly, catching the light like a warning flare. But none of the attendants seemed particularly impressed.

Goldie straightened her armor, her tail lifting high. “Don’t worry, sir. I’ll handle this.”

“I’m not worried,” Chaddick lied.

He was completely out of his depth. What was there to be worried about? Not these geriatric bean counters with their eyes that seemed to see straight through him and to the bottom of his empty coin purse, judging him and finding him wanting.

He’d rather be facing down a horde of tooth-gnashing hobgoblins, come to think of it. If Goldie hadn’t been there, he probably would have turned around and walked right out before they called security.

Goldie led them to a clerk with a narrow face and half-moon spectacles perched precariously on the end of his pointed nose. His robe sleeves hung loose around wrists so wiry and pale he looked carved from driftwood.

The clerk blinked at them once. Twice. Then he addressed Goldie, completely ignoring Chaddick. “What service does the Sanctum offer you today, Guardlight?”

Chaddick’s jaw tightened, though he’d hardly expected anything else.

Goldie nudged him forward. “My hero wishes to open an account and deposit a promissory note issued by House Lumistrae.”

The clerk’s quill paused mid-scratch. He turned his head slowly toward Chaddick, as if seeing him for the first time—or as if he hadn’t been intentionally ignoring him, which was probably closer to the truth.

“A… deposit,” he repeated. “I’m afraid account creation requires a minimum deposit of one thousand gold, and there is a processing fee of the same. Perhaps you could garner a loan from the Merchant’s Guild. I understand that is the way commoners usually do their banking.”

Chaddick pulled the note out of his pocket and slapped it onto the countertop, loud enough to make the clerk wince. “I’d like to start an account. As she said.”

The clerk accepted the note with just the tips of his bony fingers, as if the slip of enchanted paper might bit him or soil him. He held it to the light. Invisible runes glowed suddenly gold, glimmering faintly.

He sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth. “Five thousand?”

His voice cracked around the number. A few other clerks glanced over, then immediately pretended not to. “I shall have to contact House Lumistrae and ensure they haven’t made a mistake.”

“There’s no mistake,” Chaddick snapped. “And there will be another like that in three day’s time.”

The man hesitated, like he suspected some trick.

“Are you accusing my hero of lying?” Goldie asked, crossing her arms with a clink of her armor. “The hero of a Guardlight? You insult my entire family.”

More clerks were listening now, though none came to the old man’s aid.

“Merely a precaution,” he said, his voice wavering slightly. “Standard procedure when dealing with new accounts and deposits over one thousand gold. I can certainly start the process for you.”

Goldie snorted with disbelief. “Perhaps we should go to the Merchant’s Guild. And perhaps I’ll have my family move their accounts there as well. Do you even know who you are speaking to, you old fool?”

The clerk squinted at Chaddick again, this time harder. “Your name?”

“I’m Chaddick Questwell,” he said. “The new Chosen One.”

There was a beat of silence as the old man processed this information, apparently with some difficulty. Finally, he seemed to come to terms with it, and decided it didn’t matter.

“A Chosen One,” the clerk repeated blandly. “Yes. I can see the weapon. Quite uncommon, and surely very valuable. I’m surprised they would give it to a nameless commoner.”

Chaddick bristled. “I have a name. I just gave it to you.”

“I refer,” the clerk said with icy patience, “to your lack of a house name. A lineage. A family of standing. Legacy heroes usually arrive with their house accountants. Not their… bodyguards.”

Chaddick felt his ears burn. Every insecurity he’d buried during his Academy years about his humble origins came crawling up his throat like they wanted to choke him and kill him off once and for all.

Goldie growled, a deep and menacing sound that echoed through the entire hall. The fur on her tail bristled in warning.

“His name is Chaddick Questwell. He bears the Blade of Prophecy. He deserves the same respect as any Legacy heir.”

The clerk bowed—barely—keeping his eyes on the pissed off Canin paladin. “Of course, Guardlight. The Sanctum honors all divine designations. Even… unorthodox selections.”

Chaddick wanted to shove the promissory note down the man’s throat. The only thing that stopped him was the fact that he actually did need that money.

Instead he stood there as the clerk produced a ledger so heavy it required two spindly attendants to carry—seriously, did they not allow these guys to eat? No wonder they were so miserable. The moment the note touched the page, runes flared across the book. The enchanted seal burned bright gold.

The clerk recorded the deposit in tiny, perfect script.

“An account will be opened in your name,” he said. “However, as per Sanctum regulations for new clients of… modest birth, the funds will be held for one week before any withdrawals are permitted.”

Chaddick jerked upright. “A week?”

“A mere precaution,” the clerk said. “We must ensure the authenticity of both the note and your identity.”

“I’m pretty sure the giant glowing sword confirms my identity,” Chaddick snapped.

The clerk looked unimpressed. “Nevertheless.”

Goldie stepped forward. “We’re preparing for a quest. We need to purchase armor and supplies. Could you release fifty gold coins now? Just fifty. I will vouch for him personally under the Guardlight name.”

The clerk’s mouth tightened into a disapproving line. “That is… generous of you. But, no. Rules are rules. The funds cannot move until the holding period has passed.”

“I can place my own family’s vault as collateral,” Goldie protested, her voice firm.

“I said no.” The man’s tone did not change. “If you wish to withdraw from the Guardlight vaults, that can be arranged. But no funds will be released under his name, regardless of guarantees.”

Goldie inhaled sharply, her eyes blazing with righteous anger. She clenched an armored fist and took a step forward.

Chaddick put a hand on her shoulder.

“Goldie,” he said, stepping between her and the counter. “Stop.”

Her ears flicked toward him. “But, sir—you need gear.”

“And we aren’t going to get it if you put your gauntlet through this man’s skull.”

The man let out an alarmed gurgle.

Goldie bared her teeth and growled. “At least let me withdraw some—”

“No.” He turned to the clerk. “Is there anything else you require from me?”

The clerk blinked once, looking a bit paler than before. “No.”

“Then I’ll return in a week.” Chaddick grabbed Goldie’s gauntletted hand. “We’re done here.”

“I hope for your sake, your manners have improved by the time we come back,” Goldie barked, her tail rigid with fury. “I was not joking about moving the Guardlight accounts elsewhere.”

The clerk’s mouth opened, but he failed to get a word out. Chaddick dragged the paladin out before she could argue any more.

The Blade of Prophecy hummed against his leg, almost like it was laughing.

He felt the eyes of the marble lions on his back as he marched into the street, his purse as empty as it had been before.

Oh well. At least they had enough to get the blade appraised and get a room for the night. He could probably scrounge up a few local quests after this thing at Stonefeather Caverns was complete. Hopefully there would be enough basements with rat problems to secure them another few nights at the Plucky Gryphon, until the money from House Lumistrae came through.

Even after paying the exorbitant processing fee, he was still going to have more money than he’d ever had at once.

Knowing that was all that kept him from marching back into Sanctum Mercatoria and wringing the smug clerk’s neck.

That and the fact that he knew he’d have to fight Goldie for the privilege. And after seeing the look in her eyes, he wasn’t entirely sure he could take her, whether he was the Chosen One or not.
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His Academy issued gear sat in a pathetic pile at Chaddick’s feet: one stuffed canvas duffle with two extra sets of clothes, a battered gambeson, a slightly-rusty chain mail shirt, and a dented kettle helm that always gave him a headache. It was the same gear every student received the day they passed their first-year melee proficiency exam.

Nothing special about it except for the fact that he was one of the only graduates to still be using his starter gear. Everyone else had family support—even the non-Legacy heroes tended to come from mercenary or merchant clans who threw a few extra coins at the adventurer in the family. Everyone but him.

While Chaddick had been happy to take advantage of the patronage of the occasional wealthy dowager, pride had stopped him from accepting more than food, drinks, and rooms at the various inns around the city.

He’d won his boots by getting the top score in one of his practical exams, third year. And a part of him believed that was the only honorable way to acquire upgraded equipment: to win it, or earn enough coin to buy it himself.

But he hadn’t expected to be named the Chosen One. With his new title and continued lack of funds, the pile of gear looked woefully inadequate. Nothing lived up to his status besides the sword at his hip.

Goldie had twice as much gear slung across her shoulders, most of it polished, standardized Guardlight equipment. She carried it as if it weighed nothing. Come to think of it, given her family, there was a very good chance that all her items were enchanted to be weightless.

“Could be worse,” she said as they pushed open the door to the Plucky Gryphon. “You could have no gear at all.”

Chaddick snorted, trying to force his usual carefree smile onto his face. “Now there’s something to aspire to.”

The inn was warm and noisy. Lanterns glowed along the rafters. The smell of roasting meat drifting thick through the air. A bard tuned a battered lute by the hearth. A few patrons looked up with Chaddick entered—some with curiosity, others with the faint, assessing gleam that could either mean they were pickpockets or snobs.

In this particular inn, it was far more likely to be the former than the latter.

Chaddick ignored them, trusting Goldie to keep an eye on things, and made for the bar.

Gerrow, the innkeeper, wiped his hands on a towel and gave them both a professional smile. It wavered when his gaze landed on Chaddick.

“There you are,” he said, startled. “I thought you’d done a runner on me.”

Chaddick froze halfway through setting down his bag. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Gerrow slid a small ledger across the counter, with a bill on top.

A very large bill.

Three bottles of Elvish moonwine. Two platters of imported, candied fruits. A tower of sweet pastries. Something called a “Golden Siren Special” that cost enough to make the clerk at the Sanctum Mercatoria choke.

All neatly itemized in Gerrow’s tidy script.

And his name on the bottom.

Chaddick stared at it. His stomach dropped. “I thought…”

Goldie leaned over his shoulder. Her ears shot straight up. “They stuck you with the bill?!”

Chaddick winced. “I just assumed…”

“Those parasites!” Goldie growled, her tail bristling again. “I knew those three were trouble. If I see any one of those little tarts again, I’m biting the bouncing backside off of that bitch—”

Chaddick’s eyes widened. He had never heard Goldie swear before. He wasn’t even sure paladins were allowed to swear.

Gerrow coughed softy. “The charges were placed under your name, sir. They insisted you had it covered. And you did leave with them.”

Chaddick pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes, willing the room not to spin. For a guy who supposedly just earned five thousand gold coins, he sure felt like a broke bum. After the bank, and the sneer in that teller’s voice, feeling like dirt in the marble halls of the Sanctum.

Now this.

He pulled his coin purse from his belt. It felt heartbreakingly light. He set it on the counter, opened it, and counted out every last coin he had.

Just enough.

“Well, there goes the sword appraisal, I guess,” he said. “I hope that covers a room for tonight, too, Gerrow.”

“You’ve always been a good customer,” the inn keeper said as he scooped the coins into a meaty palm. “Or, at least, you’ve always been in the company of good customers. Considering that I didn’t think you’d be coming back to pay at all, I’ll throw in tonight’s room for free. Not often I sell out of Elven moonwine…”

“Great.”

Goldie touched his elbow. “Sir… maybe I should cover the appraisal. Just until the note clears. It’s not that big an expense.”

“No.” He closed the leather pouch, empty now, and tucked it away. “This is my mess. I’ll handle it.”

“But—”

“I don’t need an assessment to tell me which end is the pointy one,” he said, trying for humor. It came out a bit thin, even to his ears. “We’ll get it done when the bank releases the funds. It’s no big deal.”

Goldie’s stance softened. She bumped her shoulder against his arm. “All right, boss. Your call.”

He nodded once and hefted his bag again. The worn canvas straps dug into his fingers. His chain shirt clinked pitifully with every step.

“Won’t you stay for dinner?” Goldie called after him. “You need to keep up your strength if we’re going to tackle Stonefeather Caverns tomorrow.”

Chaddick didn’t bother to answer. He didn’t have any money left for food.

He heard the Canin paladin growl menacingly, and he turned to face her, an excuse on his lips. But she was staring down the innkeeper.

“Uh, your room comes with dinner and breakfast, Ch-Chosen One,” Gerrow stammered, a sweat breaking out on his brow as he avoided Goldie’s glare.

In spite of all the day’s disappointments, Chaddick felt himself smile. “Is that right?”

“Tonight we have shepherd’s pie and roast turkey,” Gerrow said. “Though if you ask me, the turkey’s a bit manky. Some sort of sickness going round the poulterer’s down Shambles.”

Goldie raised an eyebrow at him as if daring him to reject the innkeeper’s offer.

Tomorrow, they would leave for Stonefeather Caverns at sunrise.

Tonight, he’d sleep under the leaky roof of the Plucky Gryphon with nothing but a sword he couldn’t afford to appraise, a pile of gear that looked like it belonged to a scavenger, and the last crumbs of pride he hadn’t yet managed to spend.

But right now, his stomach was grumbling.

“In that case,” he said. “I’ll have the shepherd’s pie.”

Goldie grinned. “Make that two. And bring the man a beer while you’re at it.”

“Goldie,” Chaddick protested, shaking his head. “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m not letting you pay for—”

Goldie slapped her gauntleted hand onto the bar, cutting him off. “Don’t worry about that, sir. I’m sure it’s on the house. Isn’t that right, Gerrow?”

Gerrow’s eyes widened as he stared at the paladin, unsure of what to say. Goldie growled again.

“O-of course it is,” he managed to croak. “Silly of me not to have mentioned it really. It will be right out.”

Chaddick nodded his thanks, barely keeping his grin in check, and made his way toward an open table near the stairs.

“Thanks,” he said to Goldie as they sat down. “You’re a savior.”

“What are side-kicks for?” she asked, her warm chocolate eyes gleaming with mischief. “Even the most stubborn of heroes deserves to eat.”

She took her gauntlets off, pulled a piece of parchment and a stick of charcoal from one of her satchels, and started writing.

Chaddick watched her for a moment, his curiosity growing. “What’s that?”

“A list of things we’re going to need for our journey tomorrow,” she said, not looking up from the page.

“But we can’t—”

She held up a hand. “Don’t worry, sir. It’s all included in our rooms.”

“Goldie,” he snorted, unable to believe what he was hearing. “You can’t just terrify innkeepers into giving us free stuff. You’re a Paladin for godssake.”

“That’s right,” she said, adding more and more items to the list. “I am a Paladin. And Paladin’s believe in fairness, justice, and the righting of wrongs. That’s what I’m doing.”

Chaddick shook his head. “Goldie, it’s basically robbery. You can’t.”

“You know what’s robbery?” she said, underlining one of the items, “The price he had listed for that Elven moonwine. We can get many times the supplies we need for the ridiculous mark-up he’s charging on those. The only reason he thought he could get away with that is because he doesn’t expect you to know what it’s worth.”

He blinked. “First the groupies, and now the innkeeper? I must have ‘sucker’ written on my forehead.”

“Trust me, sir, after he sees this list, no one is going to be calling you a sucker.”

“You think he’ll just pay?”

”He’ll pay. Elven moonwine is a regulated import. If the Merchant’s Guild were to discover the Plucky Gryphon was inflating prices that much, Gerrow would lose his license. So we’re really doing him a favor by bringing this discrepancy to his attention.”

“Ah.” Chaddick rubbed his hands through his hair. “Extortion then. Are Paladin’s allowed to do that?”

“I’m righting wrongs, aren’t I?”

“Do two wrongs make a—”

Goldie stopped writing, then, and pointed the charcoal stick in Chaddick’s face. There was a hard gleam in her eye, now, overshadowing her earlier good humor.

“With all due respect, sir,” she said. “Be quiet, and let me do my job.”

“Right then,” he said, leaning back in his chair and gazing toward the door to the kitchen. A buxom barmaid was carrying two steaming plates and a wooden flagon of ale on a platter toward them. He grinned. “In that case, how about you add another pint to my order. And get yourself something, too.”

“I don’t drink,” Goldie answered automatically. Then her ears perked up and her tail wagged once. “How about dessert?”

Chaddick’s grin widened. “Anything for my side-kick.”


Chapter 7
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Tiriel yawned.

The journey to Stonefeather Caverns began precisely at dawn, just as she had specified, but she was having regrets about the decision now.

She arrived at the East Gate with two meticulously packed travel bags, her hair braided back in a practical style that had taken her an hour to achieve, and a mounting sense that she'd made a terrible mistake.

Not about the quest itself—that was necessary, unavoidable, and potentially beneficial to her research. No, the mistake was standing just inside the gate, laughing at something his Paladin sidekick had said.

Chaddick Questwell looked even better in the morning light than he had covered in laboratory soot.

This was a problem.

Tiriel had spent the previous evening conducting what she told herself was professional research. She'd consulted academy records, reviewed his certifications, cross-referenced his practical exam scores with historical Chosen One performance metrics—the scores of every Chosen One were made publicly available for just this purpose, and Chaddick’s had already been posted in the Heroes Guild, along with a number of handwritten accounts by super-fans detailing encounters they’d had or wished to have with the latest Port Viridian celebrity.

Hero groupies had some seriously strange hobbies, she’d thought.

Then again, she’d also stared at his graduation portrait for an embarrassingly long time while her mind wandered to extremely unprofessional places…

The portrait didn't do him justice. It couldn't capture the way he moved—that easy confidence that suggested he'd never encountered an obstacle he couldn't charm or fight his way past. It couldn't show how his smile made something warm unfurl in her chest. It definitely couldn't convey the breadth of his shoulders or the way his training clothes clung to—

Focus. You're a researcher. Act like one.

"Good morning," she said, approaching with what she hoped was professional composure. "I trust you're both prepared for wilderness travel?"

"As prepared as we're going to be," Chaddick said, his smile widening. "Goldie made a list. A very long list."

The Paladin—Goldie—stood with disciplined posture, a detailed map already in her hands. She'd organized a supply pack with an obvious competence that suggested she'd done this a hundred times before.

"I've plotted out our optimal route," Goldie said, laying the map on a nearby boulder. "Six hours to the cavern entrance, accounting for terrain. We follow the main road for two hours, then cut northeast through Whisperwood. There's a stream crossing here—" she pointed, "—and we'll need to watch for muddy patches through this section."

Tiriel was impressed despite herself. "You've done extensive preparation."

"One of us had to," Goldie muttered, shooting a look at Chaddick.

He just grinned, apparently immune to criticism. "See? Told you this would work out."

“Did you?” she asked. “Here I thought it was me reminding you that everything would be all right.”

If Tiriel wasn’t mistaken, she seemed to be suppressing a smile.

“You were right about the money and supplies,” Chaddick said. “And I’m right about the side-quests. Trust me.”

“I am trusting you, sir.” The woman cast Tiriel a somewhat menacing glance, like she was intruding on the conversation just by being there. “If you hadn’t noticed.”

What was the relationship between the serious Canin and the handsome hero? Tiriel wondered. She wasn’t surprised to discover that Chaddick was immune to the woman’s barbed comments. He didn’t seem to be bothered by much of anything. But was it possible for Goldie to be immune to Chaddick’s obvious masculine charms?

Maybe she was one of those women who didn’t like men at all?

That would certainly make things easier, because Tiriel wasn’t sure she was going to be able to maintain any sort of professional decorum around the man and Goldie looked like she could kill her in an instant if she was the jealous type.

But the Paladin’s prickly attitude didn’t seem due to disinterest. Tiriel’s observation of the woman had detected a number of fleeting glances toward parts of Chaddick’s body beyond his face, as well as the occasional flush and fluster when Chaddick caught her looking.

Rather, Tiriel suspected, Goldie was prickly because she was supposed to be disinterested and was not. It was only her impressive Guardlight training which was keeping her in line—Tiriel had done her research on the Paladin as well.

Goldie was not the kind of woman Tiriel wanted for an enemy. But her own attraction to Chaddick was powerful enough, and he was intriguing enough, that she wasn’t sure she’d be able to help herself from a little… experimentation.

Tiriel cleared her throat. “All right then, shall we?”

Chaddick put a hand on the hilt of his sword and glanced longingly through the gates of the city. “I suppose so,” he said. “We’ve got everything we need for now. At least, everything we can afford.”

For the first time, Tiriel stopped ogling his handsome face and impressive muscles and actually looked at her hero for hire.

Chaddick Questwell wore a long-sleeved chain shirt, covered by a tunic or tabard of some sort without a crest. The blue fabric was faded and a bit threadbare, which perfectly matched the cornflower blue of his eyes. The tunic had a wide neck, as if it was too large for him, and was loosely tied closed with a leather thong. Through it, Tiriel could see the collar of the quilted gambeson beneath it had been torn off, leaving his throat unprotected. His chainmail was missing the coif to cover his head, neck and shoulders, but he wore a dented helmet to make up for it. His pants, which were a simple, rough canvas, were clean but obviously well-used. They didn’t seem to be padded or armored at all, except for the patches at his knees.

Tiriel’s eyebrows drew together. “Was there any trouble with the payment I gave you? Father assured me that—”

“Nothing wrong at all,” Goldie interrupted, casting her a sharp look that Tiriel couldn’t interpret.. “We’ve got everything we need.”

“Just a little delay for processing,” Chaddick explained. “Since it’s a new account. Nothing to worry about.”

He beamed that smile that she’d seen plastered all over the city on the Ye Olde Hero Academy posters right at her, and the heat of it nearly melted her into a puddle on the spot. It didn’t matter to her what sort of armor Chaddick wore, he was the most dreamy hero she’d ever laid eyes upon.

“Oh… all right,” Tiriel said, her words coming out a little breathier than she intended. “If you need anything—”

“We’re fine,” Goldie snapped.

“I understand,” Tiriel tried to smile disarmingly, but the paladin seemed to be annoyed at her no matter what. She turned to Chaddick instead. “You just looked so wistful for a moment, there. I was wondering if there was something you’d forgotten, maybe?”

“No, nothing like that.” He rubbed a thumb over the hilt of his sword. “I’d just hoped to get my blade appraised, you see. I don’t even know what sort of enchantments it has. But—”

“Mystical Appraisals and Antiquities was closed,” Goldie interrupted again, this time giving Chaddick the evil eye. “So we couldn’t get it done in time.”

“Oh! Well, I could have a look at it if you like.” Tiriel smiled brightly. “Enchanted weapons aren’t really my specialty, but I should be able to tell you something.”

Goldie crossed her arms. “You’re not going to blow it up, are you?”

“No!” She felt herself blush all the way to the tips of her ears. “I’ll just use a Detect Magic spell to see what types of enchantments are on it.”

Chaddick’s face lit up. “Really? You could do that? I have to admit, I am curious.”

He withdrew the sword, holding the hilt in his right hand and balancing the tip with the fingers of his left. He presented it to her as if she were a queen, or a high priestess, about to offer her blessing. Tiriel’s cheeks burned so hot she was afraid they might think she’d caught a fever.

She made a complicated and completely unnecessary series of gestures in front of her face, surreptitiously fanning herself as she cast the spell. As the magic took hold of her eyes she gazed at the sword, paying attention to it for the first time.

Tiriel’s breath caught despite herself.

The blade looked as if it had been forged out of the dawn itself—pale, luminous metal that shifted between silver, pearl, and something faintly golden whenever she tilted her head. Runes curled beneath the surface like living script, not etched in the metal but suspended somehow, glimmering as if caught under ice.

The fuller glowed in slow pulses, like a deep, steady heartbeat. As she stared at it, she wondered if the pulse matched the beat of Chaddick’s heart, and her mind wandered to what it might feel like to lay her head upon his chest—

Stop it, she chastised herself. You had one job. Try to stay on task, you fool!

The hilt, wrapped in dark, seamless leather, seemed molded to Chaddick’s grip even after he released it and balanced it upon his palm.

The sword radiated a hushed, ancient presence, the kind of quiet power Tiriel associated with some of the strange, arcane anomalies she’d collected and analysed over the years, trying to prise apart their secrets.

The Blade of Prophecy surely had secrets to spare.

Her Detect Magic spell washed across the blade like a fine mist steaming on hot stone—an effect she knew was only visible to herself or Chaddick and his over-protective puppy girlfriend might be alarmed. Immediately, though, Tiriel felt the limits of her own power—whatever enchantment lay at the heart of the weapon ran far deeper than any spell she’d ever encountered.

She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. The weapons of the Chosen Ones were some of the most ancient magic in Armathia.

The sword’s aura shimmered with aetherial signatures, bright and warm and unmistakably life-aligned.

“Well, it’s not void magic,” Tiriel said with a nervous giggle. “But I suppose we knew that already.”

“Still a relief,” Chaddick said with a grin. “What else?”

Threads of fate magic curled around the runes, slippery and elusive, shifting as Tiriel tried to focus on them as if they were living things.

“I see… something about Fortune,” she said, squinting as she tried to will the runes to stop moving. “But I can’t tell if that’s referring to destiny or coin.”

“Gold and girls,” Chaddick said. “All the fortune I need.”

Another layer tugged at her attention, something to do with journeys or paths. She’d seen something like this before.

“This one reminds me of a charm I know which helps guide lost travelers home,” she said. “It’s not quite the same, but I’d venture to guess it's in the same family of spells. This one, though… it’s infinitely more complex than the ones I’m familiar with. Like a constellation, folded into the steel. I’ve never seen anything like it! When we return from this quest, could I study its properties in more depth?”

Goldie growled. “The Chosen One needs his sword intact. We’ve seen what happens to the things you study.”

“I’d be careful,” she insisted.

“No!” The Canin let out a rather frightening bark, and Tiriel decided to drop the subject for now.

She continued to study the sword.

Beneath the more complex spell weaves were a few enchantments she did recognize. A steady thrum of healing and stamina boosters, strong enough that she suspected the sword would knit Chaddick back together after every fight without him even noticing.

“Looks like it's got pretty decent regenerative properties for health and stamina as well,” she said. “You’re not invincible, but you’ll recover from battle much more quickly than normal while carrying this blade.”

“Nice,” Chaddick grinned. He nudged Goldie with an elbow. “Not bad for a nameless commoner, huh?”

Goldie scowled and turned back to her map.

“You should definitely seek a proper appraisal for it once we return to the city,” Tiriel said as she released the Detect Magic skill and felt her eyes return to normal. “It’s a much more complex enchantment than anything I’ve ever encountered before. I’d love to know what those Fortune and Pathfinder runes are doing mixed in there. It’s very curious.”

“You can come with us,” Chaddick promised. “Thanks for your help.”

“Can we go now?” Goldie grumped, glancing at the horizon where the sun was rising quickly.

“Lead the way, Goldie,” Chaddick said with a grin, slapping his sidekick on the back. “I’ll keep our generous employer company.”

Goldie growled faintly, her blonde tail standing straight out behind her in irritation. But she grinned back at Chaddick without acknowledging Tiriel, and forced a reply through her bared teeth. “Yes, sir.”

They set out, the stiff-backed Paladin taking point with her map. Chaddick fell into step beside Tiriel, and she became acutely aware of how close he was. Close enough that she could smell whatever soap he used—something clean and masculine that made her thoughts about the sword instantly scatter.

Tiriel fought to keep her mind focused on the trip ahead, trying hard not to think about the handsome, charming hero at her side.

It didn’t work very well.

This is going to be a very long three days.
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The first hour passed in relative peace. The main road was well-maintained, the morning air was cool and pleasant, and Tiriel could almost pretend this was a normal research expedition. In fact, it helped her to pretend it was a normal research expedition because if she was on the look out for interesting flora and fauna, she was less likely to be examining the way Chaddick’s chain and tabard stretched across his shoulders or the way his trousers seemed to struggle to contain the bulge between his legs.

Distracted, her toe caught on a stone and she stumbled. Chaddick was instantly at her side, his hand on her elbow as he helped her regain her balance.

“Thank you, I…” Embarrassingly, Tiriel’s gaze was drawn like a magnet to his crotch.

Oh gods… how does he even walk?

Chaddick cleared his throat. “My eyes are up here, Miss Lumistrae.”

Tiriel’s cheeks exploded in flame. “That’s not… I was just… Um… Oh, would you look at that?”

Tiriel noticed a glowing lichen on the trees beside the path, and she pulled away from Chaddick’s strong grip, pretending to be extremely interested.

What luck! The bioluminescent blue fungi were actually quite rare. She’d only ever seen illustrations in her texts. And it was something she had intended to seek out at some point. Now was as good a time as any to collect it.

She veered toward the nearest trunk.

Her sudden change in direction alerted the Paladin. Goldie stopped immediately, hand darting to her sword. "What is it? Danger?"

"No. Research." Tiriel pulled out a specimen jar from her belt pouch. "This lichen—it's Luminara Arboris. Very rare. The spores are used in light-based enchantments. I need a sample."

"We're on a schedule," Goldie said, consulting her compass with pointed emphasis.

"This will only take a moment."

It took five minutes. Possibly six. Tiriel couldn't help it—the lichen was fascinating. The way it pulsed gently, the pattern of its growth, the subtle variations in color intensity. And the way she was able to think about something other than the man whose mere presence seemed to send her brain into a depraved spiral…

She was aware of Chaddick watching her work. When she glanced up, he was leaning against a tree, arms crossed, an amused expression on his face.

"Enjoying yourself?" he asked.

She flushed again. "This is important research."

"I can tell." Something in his tone made her skin warm. "You get this look when you're focused on something. It’s very intense."

She had no idea how to respond to that, so she finished collecting her sample in silence, acutely conscious of his gaze.

When she straightened, she found him still watching her with that same amused interest, and her brain supplied several highly inappropriate thoughts about what his smiling lips might feel like against—

Stop it. Magical fungi. Think about magical fungi.

"Done," she announced, her voice slightly too loud.

Goldie's tail swished once. "Finally."

They continued walking. Tiriel tried to focus on her surroundings, on mentally cataloging the local flora, on literally anything except the way Chaddick's arm occasionally brushed against hers as they walked.

She wondered if she should tell them about the Widdershrooms, or if she should just try to collect them surreptitiously once they were inside the caves.

Gods, even through his chain shirt, she could feel the heat emanating from Chaddick’s body. It was making her sweat.

This was ridiculous. She was a scholar. An academic. She'd never been distracted by physical attraction before. She'd watched her colleagues lose entire research semesters to romantic entanglements and privately judged them for their lack of focus.

Now, she was beginning to understand the problem.

Because every time she looked at Chaddick—which was far too often, despite her self-chastising—her carefully ordered thoughts scattered like papers in a windstorm.

Her mind, usually so disciplined and methodical, kept providing her with extremely detailed scenarios involving significantly less clothing than either of them were currently wearing.

It was distracting. Inconvenient. And utterly unstoppable.

She’d had this feeling before, when pursuing a particularly elusive piece of arcane knowledge, felt its invisible claws sink into her mind, locking her in with single-minded focus.

Obsession.

Was this what the other girls felt every time they had a silly little crush on some muscular stablehand? It was a wonder they got anything else done.

Tiriel could feel her desire for this man undoing her one stray thought at a time.

Like with her research, she knew she wouldn’t be satisfied until she had Chaddick laid bare before her to be examined, studied, and experimented upon until there was nothing about him she didn’t know as intimately as her own body, mind, and soul.

Unlike with her research, the excitement of this new obsession came with a few extra physical symptoms along with the usual racing heart and hyper-focus.

She bit her lip, hoping she’d brought enough changes of underwear to get her through the trip.
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Hour two brought them to the stream Goldie had marked on her map.

It wasn't particularly deep—maybe knee-high at the center—but the current was quick and the rocks looked slippery.

Goldie waded in first, testing the stones. She crossed efficiently, barely splashing. Chaddick followed, his longer legs making easy work of the distance.

Tiriel stood at the edge, eyeing the rushing water with considerably less confidence.

She could do this. She was a researcher. She'd faced exploding transmutation circles and aggressive library archivists. She could cross a stream.

The first step onto the wet rocks immediately disproved that theory. Her boot slipped. She windmilled her arms, barely catching her balance.

"Need help?" Chaddick called from the far bank.

Pride warred with practicality. Pride lost.

"The current is... stronger than it appears," she said.

He waded back in without hesitation, extending his arms. "Come here."

This was a tactical error. She realized it the moment she stepped close enough for him to lift her.

His hands were warm through her traveling robes. Large enough to span her waist easily. Strong enough that he lifted her like she weighed nothing at all. His hard muscles beneath the chain mail shirt made him feel like he was a statue cast in bronze.

Oh no.

"Comfortable?" he asked, amusement clear in his voice.

"This is adequate for the purposes of safe transit," she managed, trying to sound clinical and professional instead of like someone whose entire nervous system had just short-circuited.

He carried her across the stream, steady despite the current. She was pressed against his chest, could feel his heartbeat, could smell that soap again mixed with something warmer, something distinctly him.

Her research brain tried desperately to maintain control. Subject demonstrates significant upper body strength. Cardiovascular system appears highly efficient. Muscle density suggests—a need for closer examination.

Her definitely-not-research brain completed that thought in a direction that involved stripping off his clothing to get up close and personal with the subject of her fascination.

Chaddick set her down on the far bank with obvious reluctance. Or maybe she was imagining that. Hard to tell when her face was burning and her thoughts were a complete mess.

"There we go," he said softly. "Safe and sound."

Tiriel stepped back quickly, pulling out her journal with trembling hands. She needed to document something. Anything. Preferably something that had nothing to do with how solid his chest had felt or how easily he'd—

"Load-bearing capacity test," she muttered, scribbling nonsense notes. "Subject demonstrates... adequate... structural integrity."

Behind her, Goldie made a sound that might have been a suppressed laugh or possibly a growl. It was hard to tell.
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By hour three, Tiriel had stopped to examine glowing moss (two minutes), attempted to communicate with a squirrel to document its behavior (fifteen minutes), and insisted on collecting samples from three different types of mushrooms (ten minutes total).

Goldie's patience was wearing visibly thin. Her tail had stopped wagging entirely and had progressed to irritated swishing.

"We're making terrible time," the Paladin announced, consulting her compass again.

"Research requires thorough observation," Tiriel defended.

"If you want to continue your research at the Mage’s Guild,” Goldie snapped, “it would seem future research requires actually reaching our destination."

Tiriel huffed. The Paladin was right, of course, and that annoyed her. It annoyed her even more that the woman appeared to be so much better at ignoring the obviously stimulating effects of Chaddick’s presence than she was. The only reason Tiriel kept stalling was because if she didn’t, she worried she was going to jump the Chosen One in the middle of the path and demand he deflower her with heroic haste.

Chaddick, annoyingly, seemed to find the entire situation amusing. He'd made himself comfortable on a fallen log while Tiriel documented the squirrel's unusual blue-tipped tail coloring and the unusual fan-like way it flared behind it like turkey feathers. Hypothesis: it had been consuming the Luminara Arboris. Did this matter? No. But Chaddick’s chain mail was thin enough that it clung to his impressive chest, and Tiriel was starting to drool.

"You really love this, don't you?" he asked.

Her breath caught. "Love what?"

"Your research. Magical discovery and all of this.”

She looked up from her notes, which were really just a bunch of swirling letters saying ‘Tiriel Questwell’ over and over again. She snapped the book shut before he could see how embarrassingly quick her obsession had grown. He was watching her again with the same expression she noted when she was standing in the crater—interested, amused, something else she couldn't quite identify.

"It's my life's work," she said simply. “Of course I love it.”

"Even when it literally explodes in your face?"

"Especially then.” She stuffed her ‘notes’ back into her pocket. “I don’t believe in failure. Just data indicating which approaches don't work."

He laughed—a genuine, warm sound that seemed to release a jar of butterflies in her stomach. "I like that. Most people would call it quits after blowing up their lab. You’re different. I like that.”

"He likes that you’re paying him a small fortune to accompany him on this expedition,” Goldie growled under her breath.

Tiriel was surprised at how much that stung. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so overly generous in her offer. Now she could never be certain what it was that Chaddick was interested in, her or her gold?

She took a deep breath and answered primly. “Well. As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing special about my dedication. The only alternative is to stop learning, which is essentially intellectual death."

"Don’t mind Goldie, she’s just annoyed that I insisted on helping you instead of immediately tackling the Heroes Guild quest I’m supposed to receive when they selected me as Chosen One." He stood, moving closer. "But that passion of yours. I admire it, you know. Most people just go through the motions, but you actually care about this stuff. I’m a bit like that myself. I could run headfirst into a top tier quest with my eye on the glory above all else. But all that would earn me is some data about which approaches don’t work, and in this line of work I might not get a second chance. I want to do it right, which means taking the time to prepare."

Goldie rolled her eyes. “It sounds very noble, until you realize he means distracting himself with the other Gs of questing. Glory can wait while he collects gold and girls.”

Tiriel barely heard the Paladin. She was acutely aware of the decreasing distance between Chaddick and herself, her heart beating loudly. "Of course I care. Understanding magic, understanding how the world works at its most fundamental level—that's what I live for. That’s everything."

"Everything?" His voice had dropped slightly. "That's a lot to dedicate to books and beakers."

"Knowledge is worth any cost."

"Are you sure about that?” He was close enough now that she could see gold flecks in his blue eyes. "What about personal costs? When's the last time you did something just because you wanted to? Not for research. Just for you."

Her mind immediately supplied several highly inappropriate answers to that question, all of which involved swaths of naked, oiled flesh and a lot of thrusting and grunting.

"I... don't understand the question," she managed.

His smile turned knowing. "Yeah, you do."

Tiriel pressed her lips together. Her mind whirred, wondering whether or not this was a good idea. But her mouth blurted the words out before her mind had come to a decision. “This quest.”

“What?”

“The reason I hired you to help me with this quest is for knowledge,” she said, her heart beating rapidly against her chest.

“You mean, because Guild Master Mordain threatened to revoke your library access?”

“Well, that too,” Tiriel admitted. “But not only that.”

Chaddick looked at her questioningly, and she knew she was going to have to explain more. She didn’t want to risk giving him enough details that he would wonder why. But she did want to tell him.

“There’s a species of fungus that I’m interested in for my research,” she said. “Stonefeather Caverns is one of the only known places that it still grows, at least in this area. They’re called Widdershrooms. But with the cockatrice… Well, it’s dangerous. My understanding is that the monster nests in a grotto, deep in the cave system, surrounded by some kind of magical crystals. The Widdershrooms like the crystals too. That’s why they’re so rare. I wasn’t sure it was worth the risk just for the mushrooms. But with my membership at the Guild at stake, I thought I could kill two birds with one stone, uh, so to speak.”

“You leave the killing of monster birds to me,” Chaddick grinned and patted his sword hilt. “Now, what’s so interesting about these mushrooms of yours?”

“Ummm,” Tiriel felt her face flush, her ears burning all the way to the tips. “Theoretically—”

Goldie cleared her throat loudly, very loudly, saving Tiriel from having to explain why she needed the Widdershrooms. "The caverns won't get any closer while we stand here philosophizing,” the Paladin said crisply. Then she turned to Chaddick. “Can we at least finish this quest before you start seducing the D-in-D, sir?"

It was Chaddick’s turn to roll his eyes. “Ahh, Goldie. You’re no fun. We’re just getting to know each other.”

“I know flirting when I see it, sir. And I might be a Paladin but I’m not stupid. I know seduction is the whole point of damsel in distress quests.”

“I’m just saying, if we’re taking our time to get there, we might as well have fun with it.”

Tiriel stepped back, her heart thudding like a runaway rabbit. She couldn’t tell if it was nerves about giving away her secret, or excitement at the fact that Goldie thought Chaddick was flirting with her. And he hadn’t even denied it.

Not just flirting, either. She’d said… seducing…

Get it together. You're acting like a hormone-addled apprentice, not a professional researcher.

Except her research-focused brain kept betraying her with extremely detailed observations about the way his mouth moved when he smiled, the exact shade of his hair in sunlight, the precise ratio of his shoulder width to his waist that made her want to—

"Goldie is right," she said too loudly. "Let's continue. Time is… of the essence…"

This was true, of course. Not that the fact was helping her stay on track, even with so much at stake.

“You see, sir?” Goldie said with a snort that suggested she didn’t believe a word out of Tiriel’s mouth, but she wasn’t above using it to prove her point. “Flirting might be your motivation, but Miss Lumistrae has her own. Her life’s work is on the line, remember? If you truly cared about her passion for research, you’d help her secure her position in the Mage’s Guild before you attempt to cash in on any side-benefits of this side-quest. Unless you were lying about why you wanted to put off the Heroes Guild quest…?”

She let the words linger with the hint of a question at the end, as if testing Chaddick.

Tiriel’s ears perked up, and her gaze darted between the two, her curiosity piqued despite her own troubles. It didn’t matter to her whether or not the new Chosen One embarked upon his destiny or not, but it did make her wonder… why wasn’t he? Was it really just a matter of preparation? Or was there something else behind his procrastination?

They continued walking. Tiriel tried to focus on categorizing the local flora. Instead, her mind kept cataloging things like the way Chaddick's muscular backside looked when he walked, or how strong his hands were when he held branches aside for her to pass.

Oh gods. She wasn’t… falling in love, was she? Surely that wasn’t possible when she’d just met the guy.

This was a disaster.

Which ruled out love, didn’t it? Tiriel didn’t know much about love, but she was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to use the word disaster when describing it.

She'd never been attracted to anyone before. Was this level of obsession normal for other people, or was it just her?

There weren’t many researchers at the Mage’s Guild who threw themselves into their work with quite the same vigor as she did. Maybe she was just… made a little more intense than the average mage.

Tiriel had always assumed she was simply above such base physical urges. That her mind was too occupied with important matters to be bothered with romance or desire.

Turns out she'd just never met anyone worth being distracted by.

And now that she had, she was discovering that sexual attraction was significantly more disruptive to logical thought processes than she’d realized. So much so that, despite the desperation of her situation with the Mage’s Guild, she found herself wondering how much library access really mattered…

Maybe she might like to be an adventurer instead, if it meant walking side by side with Chaddick Questwell and his curiously charm-impervious Paladin companion.
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Mid-afternoon found them navigating through denser forest. The trees grew closer together here, the path less defined. Tiriel had begun stumbling over roots and uneven ground with increasing frequency.

She was not built for wilderness travel. Her elven body was optimized for lounging luxuriously upon a delicate chaise longue. She’d adapted to long hours hunched over research benches or perched upon library ladders, which she’d previously been quite impressed with herself for.

But perhaps she’d been hasty in thinking herself suitable for the adventuring life.

The irritatingly adorable Paladin made it look so easy, which only made Tiriel feel more incompetent. Goldie strode ahead, her bright blonde hair and fluffy tail gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. The way her soft ears perked forward every time she heard a noise and her tail stiffened with alertness made Tiriel want to throw acorns at the back of her head. She looked like she belonged with Chaddick, like she could hold her own no matter what the forest threw at them. It made Tiriel feel she stuck out like a sore thumb—or the extra toes that were currently pinching her feet.

She caught the toe of her boot and stumbled forward. “Ouch!”

"Careful," Chaddick said, catching her elbow.

His hand stayed there, steadying her. Warm through her sleeve. She became hyperaware of every point of contact.

"The terrain is more challenging than anticipated," she said, trying to sound analytical rather than breathless.

"You're doing fine." His thumb brushed against her arm—probably unconsciously, probably meaningless. Her nervous system didn't care. It reacted like he'd cast a lightning spell directly into her spine.

This is a problem. This is a significant problem.

"I should document the increased difficulty of the terrain," she said, pulling away to fumble for her journal. "For future expedition planning purposes."

What she actually wrote was: Aaaaaaargh! Why is he so sexy? Observations: My heart is going to burst. I’m sweating through my robes. My thoughts are running in circles. My panties are soaked through. Hypothesis: Further study required. Extensive further study. Possibly hands-on research methodology… Tiriel Questwell. Tiriel Questwell. Tiriel Questwell—

She slammed the journal shut before she really lost control.

Goldie was watching her with an expression that suggested the Paladin knew exactly what was happening and did not approve even slightly.

"How much further to the caverns?" Tiriel asked, desperate for any distraction.

"Two hours," Goldie said. "If we don't stop every fifty feet to sniff the mushrooms."

"I've been very restrained, actually."

"You stopped three times in the last mile."

"That's restraint! Do you have any idea how many specimens I passed without collecting? The discipline I'm exercising?"

Chaddick laughed again. That sound was rapidly becoming her favorite and least favorite thing simultaneously—favorite because it was genuinely warm and made something in her chest feel light, least favorite because it made her want to do things that were highly inappropriate for a professional expedition.

"Tell you what," he said. "You can collect all the samples you want on the way back. Right now, let's focus on not getting killed by a Cockatrice."

"That's... actually a reasonable compromise."

"Don’t let my dashing good looks fool you, I can be practical when I want to be."

I'm sure you can be a lot of things when you want to be, her brain supplied helpfully, along with several mental images that were absolutely not appropriate for current circumstances.

She nearly walked into a tree.

Chaddick caught her again—both hands on her shoulders this time, steadying her. "You alright?"

"Fine. Completely fine. Just... distracted by the magical properties of this fine… um… oak tree?"

"Uh huh." That knowing smile again. "Magical properties. Sure. But I think that’s a beech, if it makes any difference."

Stupid, stupid, stupid. She hadn’t even looked at the tree, beyond the branch that had almost gone up her left nostril. Why would she pretend to know what it was?

She cleared her throat firmly. “That’s what I said.” She spun on her heel and marched after Goldie, leaving Chaddick chuckling behind her.

He knew. He absolutely knew what he was doing to her.

The worst part? She was pretty sure he was doing it on purpose.
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They stopped for a rest break in a small clearing. Goldie declared they were making acceptable time "despite the constant interruptions" and distributed rations from her meticulously organized pack.

Tiriel sat on a fallen log, trying to eat her travel bread while her mind insisted on replaying the stream crossing in excessive detail. The way his hands had felt. How easily he'd lifted her. The warmth of his chest against her side.

Stop. Thinking. About. It.

"So," Chaddick said, settling onto the log beside her. Close beside her. "Tell me about your research. The stuff that exploded."

"You want to hear about transmutation theory?"

"Sure. Why not?"

"Most people find it exceedingly boring."

"I'm not most people."

She had her doubts. But, despite the fact that she was prepared for his eyes to glaze over and take a detour to her breasts the moment she started talking—which was how most men responded to the elven mage’s overly enthusiastic info-dumping about her passions—she could never pass up the opportunity to talk about her work. Besides, if the worst-case scenario was that the Chosen One spent half an hour trying to catch a glimpse of her cleavage, it wouldn’t be the worst conversation she’d ever had…

Tiriel found herself explaining her research, particularly her growing obsession with rare and ancient magics. Without telling him why she was searching for such a thing, she explained the theory behind effect-reversal enchantments, the challenges of temporal magical binding, and the complexities of transmutation circles.

To her shock, Chaddick listened. And (to her disappointment) he only once and very briefly allowed himself a peek at her chest, which she had been making an attempt to display by squeezing her arms to her sides and leaning forward a little too far on the log. But he actually listened, asking questions that suggested he was following along despite not having formal magical training.

"So basically," he said when she'd finished, "you were trying to create a spell that could undo other spells?"

"In extremely simplified terms, yes."

"That's actually brilliant. Do you know how useful that would be?"

She blinked. "You... you think it's brilliant?"

"Yeah. I mean, how many times have you seen someone get cursed or polymorphed or whatever, and the only solution is to find some rare component or track down the original caster? If you could just reverse it with a potion, that's revolutionary."

Something warm bloomed in her chest. "That's... precisely the application I had in mind."

"See? Told you I wasn't like most people."

No. He really, really wasn't.

And that was becoming an increasingly significant problem.

Because Tiriel was beginning to realize that her attraction wasn't just physical—though that was certainly a factor, and her mind kept providing detailed suggestions about what she'd like to do with that body. But it was more than that.

He wasn’t just some handsome muscle-brain, like Artemus Pendragon had implied. Despite the obvious attention he paid to his image, Chaddick Questwell was intelligent and perceptive. He looked at her like she was fascinating rather than inconvenient. He made her laugh. He made her feel seen in a way she never really felt at the Guild.

Of course, she was paying him quite handsomely for this mission. Perhaps he felt it was worth a little extra effort on his part to make her feel like he enjoyed her company.

But it felt like more than that.

Every time he smiled at her, every casual touch, every moment of genuine interest in her work, she felt herself falling a little bit further into something she had absolutely no experience handling.

This was worse than physical attraction. That, at least, she could remedy with a quick fling—rutting in the back alley with her skirt up around her waist, like some of her other female companions did on the weekends. There was a stable boy at the inn across from the Mage’s Guild who was said to be quite adept at relieving academic tensions…

But Tiriel had no interest in cheap release. It wasn’t just sex that she wanted. It was him. This glorious, golden poster boy for heroics who had stumbled into her world just as she needed him most.

Oh dear. This was the kind of feeling that could derail her entire life if she wasn't careful.

Focus on the mission. Get the feather. Get the Widdershrooms. Cure yourself. Then you can figure out what to do about the fact that you're drenching your panties over a hired bodyguard.

Except her brain was already several steps ahead, providing detailed scenarios involving post-quest celebrations.

She tried to distract herself by looking for interesting flora and fauna around them, but even the squirrels and mushrooms suddenly took on the sexy, grinning visage of Port Viridian’s most recent Chosen One.

By the Aether… She shuddered. I’m not just obsessed.

I’m completely mad.


Chapter 8
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The camp came together with Goldie's usual efficiency. By the time Chaddick had gathered enough wood for a fire, she'd already erected both tents, organized their supplies, and started laying out the cooking equipment. The small clearing at the base of the mountains offered decent shelter from the wind, with rocky outcroppings on two sides and a view of tomorrow's destination—the dark mouth of Stonefeather Caverns looming above them.

Chaddick arranged his kindling in what he thought was a reasonable pyramid and struck his flint against steel. Sparks flew. Nothing caught.

He tried again. And again.

On the fourth attempt, just as a tiny flame began to struggle to life, Tiriel sighed and snapped her fingers. Fire roared into being, perfectly sized and already burning hot.

"You looked like you needed assistance," she said without glancing up from her journal, where she appeared to be… drawing hearts with arrows through them?

Chaddick sat back on his heels. His ego stung slightly, but he had to admit the magical solution was more efficient. "Thanks."

"Fire magic is elementary."

"For wizards, sure." He grinned. “I’m usually trying to dodge fire magic.”

Goldie joined them at the fire, having shed her plate armor for the padded gambeson underneath. She pulled a pot from her pack and set it over the flames. "Traditional sidekick's stew tonight."

Twenty minutes later, they sat around the fire with wooden bowls of something that was… technically… food. All the right components were there—vegetables, protein, grains. But it had been combined into a gray-brown mush that tasted vaguely of wet dog biscuit.

Chaddick forced himself to swallow each spoonful while Tiriel ate with the kind of polite, frozen expression that suggested she'd rather be eating the wooden bowl itself.

"It's very... nutritious," Tiriel offered diplomatically.

Goldie beamed, her tail wagging behind her like a fly-swatter during hornet season. "Family recipe. Five generations of sidekicks sustained by this exact formula."

"I am genuinely shocked," Chaddick managed through another mouthful. “You honor us too much. Really.”

Gods, he hoped she knew some other recipes, otherwise he was going to have to take over cooking. He couldn’t make much, but he wasn’t sure he’d survive five days on the soggy gruel, let alone five generations.

As soon as the bowls were empty—scraped clean out of politeness rather than enthusiasm—Tiriel pulled out a leather case from her pack.

"Mr. Questwell,” she said, clearing her throat shyly. “I very much appreciate everything you’re doing for me. I know it can’t be easy to put off your Chosen One quest in order to help a lowly elf on such an insignificant task…”

Goldie snorted as she packed up the dishes, but she didn’t turn around to say anything snide about his Chosen One quests, so Chaddick counted that as a win.

“I would like to return the favor,” Tiriel continued, removing a bottle from her leather case. “You probably didn’t know this, but as a mage, I have some useful relaxation techniques. This topical oil is known to have a number of healing and therapeutic properties."

He looked up from banking the fire. "You mean, you want to give me a massage?"

"Therapeutic treatment. For… umm… quest optimization." She opened the case, revealing several more vials of oils that caught the firelight. “Yes, that’s it. Quest optimization.”

Chaddick felt a little thrill run through him at the idea of the gorgeous elf running her hands over his road-weary muscles. Sure, he’d spent all day low-key teasing and flirting with her, hoping she might respond favorably. But that was just laying the groundwork for celebration once the quest was complete. Most traditional D-in-Ds were single-minded upon their quest until the problem was resolved. This was an unexpected bonus…

He grinned. “That sounds—"

Goldie cut him off with a growl, her ears flattening immediately. She stood so abruptly that her tail went rigid. "Absolutely not."

Both Chaddick and Tiriel turned to stare at her.

"Therapeutic treatments are a sidekick responsibility." Goldie's voice carried an edge of offense that Chaddick had never heard before. "I'm specially trained in deep-tissue heroic massage."

Tiriel raised one elegant eyebrow. "I wasn't aware Paladins studied massage."

"I am not just a Paladin. I am a Guardlight.” Goldie's hands clenched at her sides. "We know our duty."

"I have magical oils. Elven techniques passed down through—"

"The Chosen One needs proper muscle preparation, not some spa treatment."

The two women glared at each other across the fire. Chaddick watched with growing amusement and—if he was honest—intrigue. He'd never seen Goldie this territorial before. Granted, he hadn’t known her that long. But he figured she was mostly tolerating him because she had to, not because she had any particular interest in being his sidekick. If she actually did like him, he certainly didn’t want to push her away.

He'd always had a soft spot for Canin females, with those big puppy eyes and floppy ears and wagging tails. Chaddick knew she’d enjoy getting head pats and ear skritches if she could just learn to relax a bit. And if they were going to be traveling together for a while, relaxing together could be a nice way to blow of steam…

"That sounds really nice, Goldie." He stretched, letting out a small wince that wasn't entirely feigned. "I'm pretty stiff from the hike. Need to be limber for tomorrow."

Goldie's tail immediately began wagging in quick, pleased swishes. It made Chaddick’s heart do an awkward thump in his chest to see her so eager to make him happy.

The Paladin couldn't quite hide her satisfaction as she shot Tiriel a triumphant look, which also made Chaddick surprisingly content. He was no stranger to adoring females, but unlike with most women Chaddick had a deep underlying urge not to let Goldie down. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to catch her interest after he was so sure he’d been a disappointment to her, but having her interest now was like the warmth of a hearth on a cold winter morning.

Tiriel's expression, on the other hand, soured. "Fine. When the Paladin is done abusing your poor muscles, I'll be here with actual healing oils."

At least she wasn’t revoking her offer, Chaddick thought. They were fighting over him. He could get used to that…

Tiriel perched herself on a nearby rock, arms crossed, watching suspiciously. Not even pretending to do something else.

"We need privacy for proper treatment." Goldie grabbed Chaddick's arm with surprising strength. "Come on."

She practically dragged him away from camp, around a large boulder formation that put them out of direct sight but not so far that they couldn't hear if something approached. She spread a blanket on the ground with quick, professional movements, though Chaddick noticed her hands shaking slightly.

"Remove your armor and shirt, please." Her business-like tone didn't quite mask something else. She wouldn't meet his eyes.

Chaddick started unbuckling his gear. "Goldie, you know you don't have to—"

"It's generally frowned upon." She interrupted him, pacing now. "Sidekicks having... relationships with their heroes."

"Relationships?"

"But it's my duty to ensure you're not making poor decisions." Her tail swished anxiously as she paced. "Due to your overactive libido."

"There’s nothing wrong with my libido, thank you."

"Exactly the problem." She stopped pacing and faced him. "I need to ensure you're operating with a clear head. We’re going into Stonefeather Caverns tomorrow, and if you’re injured because that little elven tart is distracting you, I’ll never forgive myself."

"Goldie—"

"I know I don't have to." Her voice went softer. She looked at him finally, and her eyes were vulnerable in a way he'd never seen. "I want to ensure you are fighting with a clear head tomorrow. Please, sir, let me do this. I… want to satisfy you. "

The admission hung between them.

"Consider me a damsel in distress." She laughed shakily. "As much as I hate that outdated term. But I'm worried enough that... I am distressed. I need this as much as you do."

Chaddick studied her. This wasn't the rigid, professional Paladin he'd resigned himself to traveling with. Goldie had let her guard down completely, and seemed to asking for something she didn't even completely understand.

"I’m at your mercy, then,” he said. “Do whatever your sidekick training compels you to do.”

"Whatever I need?"

"I'd never deny a damsel in distress."

A small smile crossed her face—the first real smile he'd seen from her.

Chaddick continued to undress.
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Her hands trembled as Chaddick settled onto the blanket, face-down and shirtless. All the generational knowledge of the Guardlight family hadn't prepared her for this. In fact, it had specifically warned her against it. Against falling for heroes like him.

Nothing could have prepared her for the way her body responded every time she looked at him. Jolts of electric pleasure shot through her most private areas as she let her eyes travel across his naked back.

But she hadn’t been lying when she’d said she needed this. Their entire journey, as she’d noticed his increasing attraction to the elf woman, Goldie had been growing more and more nervous. This wasn’t some disinterested fling with hero-worshiping groupies that Chaddick would forget about by the next morning.

The way he looked at Tiriel made Goldie’s mouth go dry with jealousy, like she was chewing on sand. But even that was beside the point.

Goldie didn’t even fully understand her feelings for the newly minted hero, but her body obviously understood something her mind hadn’t caught up with, because she was panting at the thought of putting her hands on that smooth, tan skin…

If it hadn’t been for this stupid damsel in distress quest, Goldie was certain she’d have been able to regain control of herself and maintain her professional distance.

The problem was this elf. She was unfairly beautiful, with her long red hair and bright green eyes, not to mention the fact that she had bubbly curves her race was not supposed to have. And seeing Chaddick’s obvious attraction to the woman made a storm of jealousy rage through Goldie, a feeling she’d never experienced before.

It was like every possessive, protective instinct Canin were known for had activated all at once, not to guard her master against danger but to guard him against the threat of another woman. It wasn’t supposed to be like this! But she couldn’t deny it, either. Her kind were fiercely protective by nature, and were often possessive, too. She couldn’t just turn those feelings off without denying who she was!

Worst of all, though Chaddick was drawn to her, appearing at her side every time she stumbled, carrying her across streams, listening as she prattled on about her magical nonsense. He liked her. Which meant he was going to be distracted by her when they went into the cavern tomorrow.

And if Goldie allowed his sexual desire to grow unabated, teased into intensity, he was not going to be able to focus on fighting monsters.

That meant it was her duty, as his trusty sidekick, to satisfy her hero. In any way she knew how.

Unfortunately, she didn’t know all that much about coitus. But she did know about deep tissue massage. Hopefully, she’d be able to improvise the rest. If her trembling, sweating, uncomfortably wet body was any indication, instincts played some part in the process. She could only hope that would be enough…

Goldie knelt beside her hero. She would focus on technique, not the expanse of rippling muscle before her. She had no doubt Tiriel was planning to use parlor tricks and magic charms via her magic oils to please Chaddick. But Goldie didn’t need oils. She had strength and the knowledge passed down through her family line.

Her hands found his shoulders first. The knots were exactly where she expected them to be, based on her training. She worked the tightened muscles with just the right application of pressure.

"That's... intense." Chaddick groaned—part pain, part relief. “Good, but intense.”

Goldie felt her tail begin to wag. "It's supposed to be."

She worked down his spine methodically. Each vertebra, each muscle group, applying the exact technique needed to release tension and improve flexibility. But with every sound he made—satisfaction, pleasure, relief—heat shot through her body.

Soon her entire backside was waving from side to side, dragged around by her overly-enthusiastic tail like a kid with a balloon on a string.

Chaddicks’ muscles moved under her hands, solid and warm. His scent filled her sensitive nose—soap and sweat and something uniquely him that made her mouth water. She could feel herself getting wet, embarrassingly so. Her Canin senses meant she could smell her own arousal, and if she could smell it...

How sensitive were human noses?

Her face heated and she bit her lip, hoping he couldn’t tell how desperate she was for him.

The more she touched him the more she realized her entire plan was little more than a thinly veiled excuse to get a piece of her hero before the elf did. She wanted to mark him with her scent. If she had to share him with the elf, she wanted to make sure the elf knew who was there first.

Goldie tried to focus, but every flex of muscle under her hands, every pleased sound from his throat, drove her toward something she'd never experienced before.

"Roll over." Her voice came out rougher than intended. "I need to work your front."

He rolled onto his back, and she started on his chest. Pectorals, shoulders, arms. She kept her eyes firmly on her work, but her peripheral vision caught the significant bulge in his trousers. Very significant.

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods…

Her eyes were drawn despite herself. He was aroused from her touch. The knowledge made her dizzy.

Something surfaced in her memory—a trick her mother had taught her, though she made her swear never to use it on a hero she was sworn to. There was a secret pressure point that was said to enhance... everything. Size, stamina, sensitivity.

Not that Chaddick seemed to need it, but curiosity overwhelmed her. If he was this big already, what might the hero be capable of?

Suddenly, she had to know.

Tossing all of her mother’s warnings to the wayside, Goldie’s hand moved to Chaddick’s lower abdomen, just above his waistband.

She found the spot—a hidden cluster of nerves that most people didn't even know existed.

And pressed firmly…
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The sensation hit him like lightning. Whatever Goldie had just done sent fire through his entire lower body. He gasped, his back arching off the blanket, and heard the distinct sound of fabric straining.

Then tearing.

He literally burst out of his underwear, the fabric giving way as his erection swelled to impossible proportions. He'd always been well-endowed—it was part of the hero package, pun fully intended—but this was something else entirely. He was massive, throbbing with each heartbeat, so hard it was almost painful.

"I'm sorry," he gasped, mortified at his body’s reaction. “I don’t know what…”

"Oh, Master…” she whimpered, not exactly sounding put off by the exhibit of his manhood. “I… I have to help you."

Goldie's voice sounded strange. Breathless and hungry. He looked at her and nearly stopped breathing.

She was panting, actually panting, with her tongue out slightly and her eyes fixed on his cock like it was the only thing in the world.

"You can't let Tiriel see you like this." She licked her lips. "It would be very unprofessional. Please. Let me... let me take care of it."

"Goldie—"

"Please, sir. Please. Let me perform my duty!"

The proper Paladin was begging. Her puppy eyes were wide and desperate, her tail wagging frantically. Chaddick was pretty sure other heroes didn’t get this kind of help from their sidekicks… but most sidekicks weren’t as gorgeous as Goldie Guardlight. Or, even female, for that matter.

He could hardly say no, could he? Just look at her!

"Okay,” he groaned. “I mean… yes, please.”

He'd barely gotten the word out before she was moving, positioning herself between his legs with her hands on his thighs. She stared at his cock with something approaching reverence.

"It's so big!" The words came out as a breathless whisper. “Mmmmm, and so hard!”

She leaned down and breathed him in with a long, deep inhale that made her whole body shudder. "You smell soooooo good."

Okay, that was new. He’d never had a woman sniff his junk before. But he’d never been with a Canin before, either. Maybe they could smell pheromones or something? If that was true, he was sure Goldie was getting a heavy dose. Because he wanted her. Bad.

The fling with the groupies had scratched an itch, so to speak. But they’d mostly just been a convenient distraction, just like all the other women he’d wasted a few hours with here and there. But Goldie was different.

He’d felt the first twinge of genuine attraction to the woman the moment she stepped toward his dais. He’d just tried to ignore it because… well… heroes weren’t supposed to get involved with helper classes. Even when they were hot, puppy-eyed, and eager.

“Oh, fuck!”

Her tongue came out—longer than he'd expected—and she licked from base to tip in one slow, thorough stroke. His hips bucked involuntarily, but she held him down with her Paladin strength.

She took the head in her mouth, having to stretch her jaw to accommodate his enhanced girth. The moan she made around him sent vibrations straight through his cock, making him groan in response. Her tail was wagging so hard that her whole body moved with it.

“Mmmm, Master! Do you like that?”

He grunted as she licked him again. “Yes. Fuck, yes.”

All of Goldie's composure had shattered. There was no professional Paladin here, just desperate need as she took him deeper and deeper. It should have been impossible—he was far too large—but she was determined. She pulled back gasping, saliva connecting them in a glistening strand.

"Tastes so good." She dove back down, using her hands now too, pumping what wouldn't fit in her mouth. “Uhhhng. Mmmm. Yes!”

The sounds she made were incredible—whimpers, moans, happy little yips of pleasure. It was the first time he'd seen her real self, not performing duty but just being Goldie, and apparently Goldie really, really liked this.

She worked him with sloppy, eager enthusiasm, occasionally pulling back to ask, "Is this good? Am I doing it right?" before diving back down like she couldn't stay away.

Her free hand had moved between her own legs, touching herself beneath her armor padding while making frustrated sounds at the lack of proper access.

"Want to make you feel so good, sir" she panted between sucks. "Want to taste you. Please, come for me, Master Chaddick. Mmmm, I want to taste it, need to taste it. I need it now!”

The pressure point she'd activated made every sensation magnified beyond belief. His hand moved instinctively to her head, fingers finding the soft, silky fur of her ears. They were even softer than he'd imagined, like warm velvet.

The moment he touched them, Goldie whimpered around him, the sound vibrating through his entire body. Her ears were clearly sensitive. He stroked gently from base to tip, and her whole body shuddered in response.

"That's it," he murmured, petting her ears as she worked. "Just like that."

She pulled back slightly, looking up at him with big chocolate brown eyes that were glazed with pleasure. Her tail was wagging so hard it was almost a blur. She kept eye contact as she took him deep again, whimpering each time his fingers caressed her ears.

"Good girl," he said instinctively, the words slipping out as he stroked the silky fur.

Goldie's eyes went wide, her tail stiffened straight out, and her whole body trembled. She moaned around him, the sound desperate and overwhelmed, and he realized she was climaxing just from his praise and touch. Her eyes never left his, those brown depths fixed on him with complete devotion as pleasure overtook her.

The sight of her coming undone, combined with the vibrations from her moans and the impossible pressure from the enhancement, pushed him over the edge.

"Goldie, I'm going to—"

She moaned her approval and took him as deep as possible, swallowing around him. That did it.

He came with heroic force down his side-kick’s supportive Canin throat. The enhancement made it overwhelming, pulse after pulse that seemed to go on forever. Goldie swallowed eagerly, making pleased sounds as she swallowed his seed, her tail wagging frantically. Some escaped, dripping down her chin, and when she finally pulled back, panting, she licked her lips to catch the drops.

"So much, Master," Her voice was awed. "Mmm, that was so good."

She looked drunk on it, satisfied in a way he'd never seen her. Then their eyes met and reality seemed to crash back down on her. Her face flushed deep red.

"I... I mean… I hope that was... therapeutic."

Chaddick could barely move. Everything was oversensitive, the enhancement still active though starting to fade. He was still partially hard despite having just had the most intense orgasm of his life.

"You were incredible, Goldie.”

Goldie ducked her head, embarrassment replacing the desperate need from moments before. "We should... you should get back." She grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around his lower half quickly. "The elf will wonder."

"Goldie—"

"Please, sir. Just... go let her give you her oils or whatever."

"We should talk about—"

"Tomorrow. We'll talk tomorrow." She was practically pushing him away, back toward camp, still shuddering from her unexpected pleasure. “I just… need a moment. I… I hope I helped take the edge off, sir.”

Gods, had she ever. Chaddick’s muscles felt like sacks of pudding between the deep-tissue massage and the happy ending. He wouldn’t mind making Goldie’s special treatments a part of his normal physio routine. But… was that what she was offering? Or had she just wanted to get it out of her system so she could focus on their professional relationship?

He supposed he would find out. Tomorrow.

Chaddick stumbled back to the fire, the blanket wrapped toga-style around his waist, his legs still shaky. Tiriel was waiting exactly where he'd left her, but her expression was knowing, her face flushed. She'd obviously heard everything—the sounds had carried in the still mountain air.

"Therapeutic treatment complete?" Her voice was artificially light.

"Yes.” Chaddick cleared his throat. “It was… very comprehensive."

"I can see that." Her eyes traced over the blanket, his mussed hair, his dazed expression. "My offer stands… ummm…. If you're still interested."

“I…” Chaddick admired the way the firelight flickered off the elf’s generous and unlikely curves. She’d removed her travel cloak and was wearing a white, silken dress that clung to her figure like a dream. “Yeah. Sure. That sounds great.”

This Chosen One gig was turning out to be okay after all, if Goldie and Tiriel were any indication of the quality of women he could now pull with his charms. Not only were they beautiful, but they were bright and competent in their own ways.

Their companionship was beginning to feel like the start of the elite adventuring party he’d always dreamed of… Just him and a bunch of gorgeous, powerful, horny women, taking on the world and celebrating every victory with naked, wet, and fervent enthusiasm.

The energy was completely different as Tiriel worked her magic oils into his shoulders and back. Her hands were gentle where Goldie's had been firm, the oils warm and fragrant with lavender and cedar and something else—something magical that helped relax his oversensitive body.

She worked mostly in silence, making occasional clinical observations. "Your tension seems to have decreased significantly. The Paladin is... thorough."

There was a hint of jealousy there, but also curiosity. Her hands explored more than massaged, tracing patterns across his skin, finding sensitive spots that made him shiver. Despite everything, his body was responding. The enhancement was still active, still making every touch electric.

She noticed. Her breath caught, her hands lingering.

Then, they moved lower, working down his sides to his hips. "I need to address the lower muscle groups," she murmured, though her clinical tone couldn't quite hide something else.

She shifted position, kneeling by his legs. Her oil-slicked hands worked his thighs with long, slow strokes that felt more like caresses. Each movement was deliberate, almost reverent. She paid attention to every muscle, every tendon, as if memorizing him through touch.

He'd had massages before—plenty of them at the Academy after long training sessions in the yard. Those had been brisk, efficient, designed to work out knots and prevent injury. Not as intense or as thorough as the one Goldie had just given him before she’d added the extra-credit assignment, but along the same lines.

What Tiriel was doing was… something else entirely. The elf’s nimble hands moved with a devotion that didn’t even pretend to be therapeutic. She was worshipping him with her touch, treating his body like something precious and fascinating. Like a magical relic to explore and examine.

Her fingers traced the definition of his quadriceps. She worked down to his calves, kneading the muscle with careful pressure. Even through the blanket still covering his groin, he was achingly aware of how close her hands were to where the enhancement still had him partially hard.

"Your muscle development is exceptional," she said softly, her hands sliding down to his ankles. "The Academy training program is clearly effective."

She lifted one foot, cradling it in her lap as she worked oil into the arch, the heel, between each toe. The attention was almost unbearably intimate. No one had ever touched him like this—like every part of him deserved careful attention and appreciation. It satisfied something in him he hadn't known existed, some deep need to be admired and tended to this thoroughly.

When she finished with the first foot and moved to the second, her ministrations had activated every nerve ending in his body. Her touch sent sparks of desire cascading through his limbs.

It made him want to do something to deserve her admiration.

"I could return the favor," Chaddick offered, his voice rough. He needed to do something with the energy building in him, needed to touch her the way she was touching him.

Tiriel's hands stilled on his foot. Her whole body went rigid. "You want to massage my feet?"

The panic in her voice was unmistakable.

"Or shoulders, or—"

"No! I mean..." She pulled her booted feet away from him. "My feet are impossibly ticklish. Cannot tolerate any contact."

"Tiriel—"

"The treatment is complete." She stood abruptly, already backing toward her tent. "You should rest."

And then she was gone, disappearing into her tent with the speed of someone fleeing a dragon.

Chaddick sat alone by the fire, wrapped in a blanket that smelled like lavender and sex, thoroughly massaged and thoroughly confused. Goldie was nowhere to be seen—probably hiding somewhere to process what had just happened. Tiriel was in her tent, also hiding from his offer of reciprocation.

Just when he thought he understood women, they went and turned the tables on him. Goldie, the rigid Paladin, had turned into a desperate, begging puppy. Tiriel, the forward researcher who'd been finding excuses to touch him all day, had run from a simple foot massage.

Tomorrow they'd face a Cockatrice. But that was nothing.

Tonight, he'd faced something far more perilous—two women who wanted him in ways he and they were still trying to figure out.

That wasn’t so bad either, come to think of it.

The life of a Chosen One was turning out to be okay.

The stars wheeled overhead as the fire crackled. Chaddick Questwell sat in the middle of it all, literally and figuratively, wondering what he'd gotten himself into.

And why he wanted more.


Chapter 9
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The tent flap rustled.

Chaddick came awake instantly—a hero's reflexes—but kept his breathing steady and his eyes closed. Someone was entering his tent in the pre-dawn darkness. The fire had died to embers outside, providing no light. He couldn't see anything, but he could hear soft breathing, smell a familiar scent.

Feminine. Aroused.

The blanket lifted. A warm body slipped underneath, pressing against his side. Very curvy. Very naked. Soft skin and full breasts pressed against his arm and chest. He stayed still, curious to see what would happen next.

Small hands explored his chest, tracing the muscles there. A pleased hum came from beneath the blanket. Then the hands moved lower, finding him already half-hard from morning wood and intrigue. The hands wrapped around him, stroking once, twice.

Then a hot mouth replaced the hands and Chaddick bit back a groan.

Wet heat engulfed him. An eager tongue swirled around the head before taking him deeper. He bit the inside of his cheek to stay quiet, his hands fisting in the blanket. Whoever this was, she was as excited as he was to be having an illicit early-morning rendezvous.

The tent flap rustled again.

The mouth on his cock froze.

Another body slipped into the tent, also naked from what he could tell in the darkness. This one smelled different—lavender and something magical where the first had that distinctive Canin musk.

"What are you—?" Tiriel's voice, a harsh whisper.

The mouth pulled off him with a wet pop. "I could ask you the same thing." Goldie, defensive.

"I was checking on his recovery from yesterday's muscle therapy."

"In the middle of the night? Naked?"

"It’s practically morning! And you're naked too!"

"I'm providing necessary sidekick services."

"With your mouth?"

"It's a very specialized service,” Goldie growled. Then her eyes darted down. “What’s with the boots?”

“Mind your business.”

They were both still under his blanket, pressed against either side of him. He could feel their body heat, their bare skin. His cock twitched between them, and both women noticed.

"He's awake!" Tiriel accused.

"No, he's not. That's just a physiological response." Goldie's hand wrapped around him again, possessive. "I was here first."

"You don't own him." Tiriel's hand joined Goldie's, trying to push it away but ending up just adding to the sensation.

"I'm his sidekick!"

"I'm his employer!"

They were wrestling for control of his cock now, four hands sliding against each other and him. The friction was incredible. He had to focus on not moving, not giving away that he was very much awake.

"All right, fine," Goldie said with exaggerated patience, "we're both here. We both want the same thing. Perhaps we should... compromise."

"Compromise?" Tiriel sounded suspicious.

"Take turns."

A pause. Then Tiriel's clinical tone: "That would be the logical solution."

"I go first since I was here first."

"That's not—"

Goldie's mouth was already back on him, cutting off Tiriel's protest. She worked him with enthusiasm, her tongue doing incredible things while one hand massaged his balls. He felt the bedroll shift as Tiriel moved, repositioning herself.

"You're doing it wrong," Tiriel whispered after a moment.

Goldie pulled off. "I am not!"

"You're neglecting the frenulum. I’ve read it’s very important to oral stimulation.”

“Fren-u-what?”

“Here, let me—"

Tiriel's mouth replaced Goldie's. Her technique was completely different—slower, more exploratory, with little swirls of tongue that made his hips want to buck.

"Show off," Goldie muttered. "And you're going too slow."

"It's called building anticipation."

"It's called boring him to death."

“He’s not bored, he’s sleeping.”

“Maybe he’s just pretending to be sleeping because he’s so bored.”

“Well if he is, it’s your fault, since you’re the one who started this.”

“Let me—"

They switched again. Then again. Each trying to outdo the other, their competitive commentary a bizarre soundtrack to the dual pleasure.

Goldie's mouth was desperate with enthusiasm—all wet heat and eager suction, her tongue broad and flat as she took him deeply. She made little pleased whimpering sounds in her throat, like she couldn't believe she got to do this again. Chaddick wished he could pet her ears again, but he didn’t want to ruin their adventurous moment. When she pulled back to breathe, she'd lap at him with long strokes, savoring.

"You're being too rough," Tiriel critiqued. "Here, observe. I read about a technique once that I’ve always wanted to try…"

Tiriel's approach was more methodical. Her tongue traced painstaking patterns—figure-eights around the head, delicate flicks along the underside, precise pressure on spots that made his whole body jerk. She hummed thoughtfully as she worked, like she was cataloging his responses for future reference.

"That's too clinical. He's not a research project." Goldie shouldered back in, immediately swallowing him down with a moan that vibrated through his entire length.

Chaddick had been with plenty of women. The three groupies just two nights ago. The twins in his final year at the Academy. That memorable weekend with the entire Bardic Quartet. He'd had threesomes, foursomes, and one particularly athletic night with the Contortionist Guild that still made him wince when he stretched wrong.

But this was different.

These two weren't performing for him. They weren't trying to impress the Chosen One or add him to their list of conquests. They were competing with each other, yes, but because they wanted to learn how to please him.

Their inexperience with this particular act was obvious, and probably with sex in general. Both were so dedicated to other areas of competence, Goldie with her sidekick training and Tiriel at the Mage’s Guild. But it was their mastery of other skills that made their fumbling so endearing.

Every pleased sound he made earned a tail wag and renewed determination from Goldie to earn another.

When Tiriel found something that worked, she'd repeat it with minor variations, testing the parameters of his pleasure.

"This area is particularly sensitive, see?" Tiriel murmured between licks. "If you apply pressure here while simultaneously—"

"I know what I'm doing!" Goldie pulled him into her mouth to demonstrate, doing something with her tongue that made his vision white out for a second.

"That's just brute force!"

"It's enthusiasm!"

"It's sloppy!"

"You're sloppy!"

They were both attacking him now, competing for space, their tongues tangling around his cock. The contrast drove him wild—Goldie's eager heat on one side, Tiriel's precise attention on the other. Sometimes working in opposition, sometimes accidentally in harmony.

He'd never been so thoroughly studied and savored at the same time. Never been the subject of such intense focus from two brilliant women who were absolutely determined to master this new skill. Their arguing only made it better—these competent, capable women reduced to bickering over the best way to pleasure him.

"You're getting spit everywhere," Tiriel complained, though her own mouth was wet and swollen from her efforts.

"That's the point! It's supposed to be wet!"

"There's an optimal amount of lubrication—"

"Oh, shut up and— mmm—"

In the darkness and confusion of their positioning, he felt them bump into each other. Heard a gasp.

"Did you just—"

"You're the one who moved!"

"Get your fat tits out of my face!"

"Then move your— oh."

A different kind of silence. He felt the bedroll shift as they repositioned, and suddenly there were two mouths on him. One on either side, licking up and down his shaft. Sometimes their tongues met in the middle. Neither pulled away when that happened.

He felt them shift again, and suddenly they were each straddling one of his legs, rocking against his limbs as they continued their oral attention. The wetness against his skin told him how aroused they both were.

"Stop hogging the tip," Goldie complained breathlessly.

"Stop using so much saliva," Tiriel shot back, though her voice was shaky.

"That's rich coming from— mmm."

Their tongues had met again, this time for longer. He felt them pause, both breathing hard.

"We should focus," Tiriel said weakly.

"Right. Focus."

Goldie's hand found that spot again—the pressure point from yesterday. She pressed firmly, and he felt himself swell even larger, the sensitivity cranking up to an almost painful level.

"What did you just—" Tiriel started.

"Trade secret."

They both attacked him with renewed vigor, their mouths working in tandem now instead of competition. Lips and tongues everywhere, no longer taking turns but sharing, their mouths occasionally meeting in open-mouthed kisses around his cock.

The dual sensation, the enhancement, the feeling of them grinding against his thighs—it was too much.

He came with no warning, back arching off the bedroll.

Both women squeaked in surprise as his release caught them. In the darkness, he could hear them sputtering, feel them pulling back.

"You got it in my hair!" Tiriel accused.

"There's some on your... here, let me..."

The wet sound of licking. A soft gasp.

"Did you just lick my face?"

"I was helping! You have some on your... your mouth..."

More licking sounds. Then a different kind of silence. The kind that meant they were kissing. Actually kissing, not just incidental contact.

They were still rocking against his thighs, their movements growing more desperate. He decided it was time to reveal he was awake.

His hands found them in the darkness—one hand for each woman, fingers sliding between their legs to find where they were wet and swollen.

They both gasped.

"You were awake!" Tiriel's accusation was somewhat undermined by the way she immediately ground down against his fingers.

"The whole time?" Goldie's voice was high, breathless.

Instead of answering, he found their clits with his thumbs, circling with just the right pressure. "Keep kissing each other."

"What? We weren't—" Tiriel started.

"You taste like him," Goldie interrupted, and then they were kissing again.

He worked them both with his fingers, feeling them move against each other as much as against him. Their kisses grew messier, more desperate, little moans escaping between them.

Goldie came first, her thighs clamping around his hand, a whimper muffled against Tiriel's mouth. Tiriel followed seconds later, her back arching, her cry higher and sharper.

They collapsed against him, one on each side, all three of them breathing hard in the darkness.

"So," Chaddick said conversationally, "good morning."

"Shut up," both women said in unison.

Then, realizing they'd synchronized, they started giggling. Actual giggling, both of them, the sound muffled against his chest.

"We should probably talk about this," Tiriel said eventually.

"After the Cockatrice," Goldie added. "The mission comes first."

"Right. The mission."

They lay there for another moment, then both seemed to realize they were naked in bed with him and each other. The scrambling to find clothes in the pile outside the tent flap was comedy gold—in the darkness neither of them could see what they were doing. Someone's elbow dug into his ribs, Tiriel accidentally grabbed Goldie's breast while searching for her robes, Goldie put on Tiriel's underthings by mistake.

Finally, they both fled the tent, leaving him alone in the pre-dawn darkness.

Chaddick stared at the tent ceiling, processing what had just happened.

Somehow, his simple mercenary plan to earn gold and have some fun had just leveled up.

Whatever happened on this mission, he was determined to keep these girls happy. If he could convince Tiriel to stay with their group, every adventure could be this much fun.
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By the time Chaddick emerged from his tent, Goldie had already broken down most of the camp with her usual efficiency. Her armor was polished, her sword sharpened, and she was securing the last of the supplies to her pack. She didn't look at him.

Tiriel stood by the dead fire, fully dressed in her traveling robes, her hair pulled back in a practical braid. She was studying her journal with intense focus, also not looking at him.

"Morning," he said cheerfully.

Both women made noncommittal sounds.

He couldn't help grinning. "Sleep well?"

Goldie dropped a pot with a clang. Tiriel's journal snapped shut.

"We should get moving," Goldie said briskly. "We're burning daylight."

"The sun's not even up yet. And we’re going into a cave."

"Then we're wasting darkness. The Cockatrice will be less active in the early morning." She shouldered her pack with determination. "The cavern entrance is just ahead."

They finished breaking camp in record time, the silence thick with unspoken things. But Chaddick noticed the little glances they kept shooting each other when they thought no one was looking. Goldie's ears would twitch when Tiriel got close. Tiriel's face would flush when their hands accidentally brushed while packing.

And both women couldn’t seem to get enough of watching him when they thought he wasn’t looking.

The dynamic had definitely shifted.

The Stonefeather Caverns loomed ahead as the first rays of sunlight touched the mountain peaks. The entrance was a dark mouth in the rock face, twenty feet high and carved with ancient dwarven runes too worn to read.

"Remember," Goldie said, falling into her professional mode, "Cockatrices have a petrifying gaze. Don't look directly at its eyes. We'll need to use reflections or fight with our eyes closed."

"I've prepared several spells," Tiriel added, her academic confidence returning. "Light-based distractions, some protective wards. Though I really need to get some of those Widdershrooms, too.”

"Right. The mushrooms." Goldie's tone suggested she still didn't entirely believe that story. “Can we deal with that after the Cockatrice is dead?”

Tiriel blushed. “O-of course. Just…. Try not to step on them, okay?”

Chaddick drew the Blade of Prophecy. The ancient weapon hummed slightly in his grip, the runes along its length glowing faint blue. "Let's do this."

They stepped into the darkness.

The temperature dropped immediately. Cool air flowed out from the depths, carrying the scent of stone and stagnant water and something else, musky and animal. The morning light behind them penetrated only a few feet before the shadows swallowed it.

"Torches," Goldie said, her voice echoing slightly off the stone walls.

They paused to light them. The flickering orange glow pushed back the darkness, revealing smooth limestone walls carved by centuries of water. The ceiling arched high overhead, disappearing into shadows their torchlight couldn't reach. Water dripped somewhere in the distance—a hollow, rhythmic sound that made the space feel even more vast.

Chaddick noticed how close both women stayed to him now. Tiriel on his left, Goldie on his right, neither more than an arm's length away. Very different from yesterday's formation where Goldie had taken point and Tiriel had lagged behind.

"The acoustics are fascinating," Tiriel whispered, her voice carrying strangely in the space. "The limestone formations create natural amplification chambers."

"Which means anything in here already knows we're coming," Goldie added grimly. Her hand rested on her sword hilt, ears swiveling as she listened.

They moved deeper. The entrance tunnel was wide enough for them to walk abreast, but irregular. Sometimes the walls pinched in, forcing them to go single file. Other times they opened into small chambers where their torchlight barely reached the edges.

Strange formations decorated the walls—flowstone that looked like frozen waterfalls, stalactites hanging like teeth. In one spot, mineral deposits had created patterns that looked almost like faces, twisted in silent screams. Tiriel stopped to examine them.

"Natural pareidolia," she murmured, running her fingers over the stone.

“Pretend for a moment that we aren’t all arcane researchers,” Goldie said with a slight growl, “and we don’t know what the hell you’re talking about?”

“The faces,” Tiriel explained. “Pareidolia is the tendency for to impose a meaningful interpretation on a nebulous , usually visual, so that one detects an object, pattern, or meaning where there is none.”

“So the rocks aren’t actually possessed?” Goldie’s tail twitched. “I supposed that’s a relief.”

“Well,” the elf said, twirling a strand of loose hair around her finger. “Some scholars theorize that certain cave systems actually do retain psychic impressions from—"

A sound echoed from deeper in the cavern. Chittering. Faint but unmistakable.

They all froze.

"Goblins," Goldie breathed, her sword already half-drawn.

Chaddick cursed under his breath. “I forgot about the goblins. There was a small group in here a few years ago.”

More chittering answered from a different direction. Then another. The sounds bounced off the walls, making it impossible to tell how many or how close.

"They're surrounding us," Chaddick said quietly. "Using the side passages. Sounds like the clan has grown.”

Tiriel's hands started glowing with prepared magic. "Should we retreat?"

"No." Chaddick's grip tightened on the Blade of Prophecy. "They already know we're here. Better to fight on ground of our choosing than get picked off in retreat."

They moved forward more carefully now. Twenty feet. Twenty-five. The chittering grew louder, more excited. Chaddick could smell them now—unwashed bodies, rotting meat, the distinctive stench of goblin.

A small alcove opened on their right. Bones littered the floor—some animal, some that might have been human once. Gnaw marks covered them. Fresh ones.

"They're active hunters," Goldie observed. "Well-fed. That means a large clan."

“Wish we’d finished them off last time we were here,” Chaddick said.

"Wonderful," Tiriel muttered, stepping carefully around a skull. “As if the murder bird wasn’t enough. How much do you want to bet Guildmaster Mordain knew that when he sent me here? The bastard…”

Thirty feet into the cavern, the attack came.

Shadows detached from the walls—dozens of them. Eyes reflected their torchlight like stars. The chittering started low, then rose to a crescendo.

They were Cave Goblins, all right. A full clan from the looks of it. At least twenty in the first wave, with more shapes moving in the darkness behind them.

The clan leader stepped forward—taller than the others, scarred face twisted in a sneer. It wore rusted armor that might have once belonged to a dwarf, and carried a notched sword that had seen better centuries. It raised the blade and screamed something in the goblin dialect.

The clan surged forward.

"Stay back!" Chaddick commanded, stepping in front of the women.

"We can help—" Tiriel started.

"Am I the Chosen One, or not? You paid me to protect you. Stay. Back.”

He moved to meet the charge.

The first goblin reached him, thrusting with a crude spear. Chaddick sidestepped, and the Blade of Prophecy came down in a clean arc. The spear shaft split. He pivoted and thrust, skewering the goblin’s shoulder. Hot blood sprayed across the cavern floor.

The second and third attacked together—one jabbed at his face, the other at his knees. He parried the high blow and dodged sideways to avoid the lower attack. As the goblins stumbled, he kicked one in the face. The goblin's jaw cracked audibly. Chaddick spun, blade horizontal, and caught the other across the chest.

This wasn't Academy sparring. And it sure as hell wasn’t heroic posturing. This was what he'd actually trained for all those years—brutal, efficient violence. And Chaddick loved every second of it.

His strikes were decisive. He wasted no movement. Money problems had taught him that sloppy technique meant paying for healing potions he couldn't afford.

The goblin leader charged with a roar, bringing its rusted sword down in an overhead swing. Chaddick caught it on his blade. Metal shrieked against metal as he powered through the attack, driving the point of his sword at the goblin’s neck. The goblin was strong for its size, but Chaddick was stronger. The Blade of Prophecy punched through the creature’s throat.

The leader gurgled and died.

With their leader dead, the remaining goblins lost cohesion. They scattered into side tunnels, chittering in panic. In less than three minutes, thirteen goblins lay dead, and the rest had fled.

Chaddick stood in the aftermath, blood on his face and arms, the Blade dripping. His breathing was controlled despite the exertion.

He turned back to the women and grinned. “Passage secured.”

Both were staring at him. Tiriel's mouth was actually open. Goldie's expression was pure pride mixed with something else—the same hunger from this morning.

"I’d like to see Artemus Pendragon do that," he said, wiping the blade on a dead goblin's tunic.

"Artemus… who?” Tiriel looked dazed.

"You truly are the Chosen One," Goldie said, her tail wagging for the first time since last night. “I am sorry, sir. I should never have doubted your suitability for this role. I’m… deeply impressed.”

“I think she means ‘aroused,’” Tiriel added with a nervous titter. “And I have to say… umm… me too.”

Goldie scowled, but didn’t deny the allegations.

They stepped over the corpses, converging on him in a flurry of concern.

"You're bleeding," Tiriel said, reaching for his face where goblin blood had splattered across his cheek.

"That's not my blood—"

"Here, let me." Goldie produced a cloth from her pack, shouldering Tiriel aside to dab at his face. "You need to be properly cleaned. Goblin blood can carry diseases."

"I have purification salts," Tiriel countered, pushing Goldie back in to sprinkle something that stung slightly on his skin. Her fingers lingered on his jaw. "Though that was quite impressive. Your form was excellent."

"His stance could use work." Goldie's hand found his bicep, squeezing through the chain mail. "You're dropping your left shoulder on the backswing. Here, feel this muscle? It should be tighter."

"His muscles are perfectly adequate," Tiriel said, her own hand joining Goldie's on his arm. "Though perhaps I should check for strain. That much exertion so quickly—"

"I'm fine," Chaddick insisted, though he made no move to step away from their ministrations.

"Your breathing is elevated." Goldie pressed her hand to his chest, ostensibly checking his heartbeat though his armor. "And your heart rate—"

"Would be normal if two women weren't feeling me up in a goblin-infested cave," he pointed out.

Neither of them moved their hands.

"This is medical attention," Tiriel said primly, though her fingers had somehow migrated from his jaw to his neck, tracing the tendons there.

"Very medical," Goldie agreed. Her hand on his chest had started making small circles. "Vital heroic maintenance."

"You have a bit of blood here too." Tiriel reached for his collar, pulling it aside to reveal unmarked skin. "Oh. No, that's just... shadow."

"There might be some on his stomach," Goldie suggested hopefully. "We should check."

"For safety," Tiriel agreed, already reaching for his shirt hem.

"Ladies." Chaddick caught their hands, though he was grinning. "The Cockatrice?"

They both froze, as if just remembering why they were here.

"Right. The mission." Goldie stepped back reluctantly, her tail drooping.

"Mushrooms and murder birds," Tiriel added, though she gave his chest one last pat before withdrawing.

Goldie cast her a questioning look. “Not necessarily in that order.”

They resumed walking, but now both women stayed even closer than before. Close enough that their bodies brushed against his with every step. Close enough that when the passage narrowed, both tried to go through with him at the same time.

"I should go first," Goldie insisted. "I'm his sidekick."

"I need to be able to see to cast spells," Tiriel countered.

"I have better darkvision."

"I have better magical detection."

"Ladies." Chaddick squeezed through the passage first, leaving them to sort themselves out. He could hear them behind him, still bickering in harsh whispers. He couldn’t help smiling to himself.

"You already got to—this morning—"

"So did you!"

"Only because you interrupted—"

"You're the one who—"

They emerged into a wider chamber, still arguing. But Chaddick noticed they were walking closer to each other now too. When Tiriel stumbled on loose stones, Goldie steadied her automatically. When Goldie's ear twitched at a sound, Tiriel's hand found her arm in quiet support.

The caverns stretched ahead, dark and promising. Somewhere, a Cockatrice waited.

But they’d have to get there first.

And he was beginning to have a suspicion that Tiriel was right. Silas Mordain never meant for her to return from this journey.

What motivation would the Guild Master have to eliminate one of his best researchers? Particularly one whose family had pockets as deep as the Lumistrae.

Chaddick was determined to find out.


Chapter 10
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The caverns grew more treacherous the deeper they went.

Tiriel kept one hand on the damp limestone wall, using it to steady herself as they navigated a particularly narrow ledge. Below, darkness yawned—the torchlight couldn't find the bottom. The sound of dripping water echoed from somewhere far beneath, suggesting a very long fall.

Her other hand held a small magelight, supplementing their torches. The blue-white glow made the shadows dance strangely, turning every rock formation into a potential threat.

"Watch the edge here," Goldie called back. "The limestone's crumbling."

The Paladin moved with irritating confidence across the treacherous path. Her armor should have made her clumsy, but she balanced perfectly, tail adjusting her center of gravity with each step. She'd already crossed to the wider section ahead and turned back to watch them.

Tiriel couldn’t stop thinking about what they’d done that morning… she’d thought she was so smart sneaking into Chaddick’s tent, only to find the Paladin already in there. And naked! And… well, it was a good thing she was there, actually, because there’s no way Tiriel would have found the nerve to suck the heroes cock without a little friendly competition. And it had been surprisingly exciting to feel the other woman’s curvy, naked body pressed against her own.

Especially when they’d accidently touched each other’s sensitive areas.

And when Chaddick had woken to find them kissing, and rewarded them so well for playing nicely… well…

Now she kept thinking about touching Goldie while Chaddick watched, and wondering what else he might command the Canin to do to her…

And that made her annoyed too.

She was supposed to be here to secure her place at the Mage’s Guild—and to complete her research!

Chaddick was just ahead of Tiriel, the Blade of Prophecy sheathed as he navigated the difficult terrain. Even after the violent efficiency she'd witnessed earlier, he moved with casual grace. The way his shoulders flexed as he balanced, the controlled power in each movement—

She forced her eyes back to the path. With the new data she’d collected about the hero’s impressive physique and the skill of his fingers and the taste of his arousal… it took everything Tiriel had to stay focused on the path ahead.

The ledge crumbled under her foot.

The limestone gave way without warning. One moment she was stepping forward, the next her foot found nothing but air. Her weight pitched sideways toward the chasm. The ball of magelight tumbled from her hand, its glow spiraling down into darkness.

Strong hands grabbed her arms. Goldie had moved impossibly fast, diving back across the ledge to catch her. The Paladin hauled her forward with enough force that they both stumbled onto the wider ground.

Tiriel landed on top of Goldie, their faces inches apart. The Canin's brown eyes were wide with concern.

"Are you hurt?" Goldie's hands moved over her, checking for injury. "Tiriel?"

"I'm... fine."

She wasn't. Her heart hammered against her ribs. Not from the near-fall, but from the way Goldie had said her name. The way those strong hands felt on her waist. The memory of this morning—Goldie's mouth against hers, the taste of Chaddick they'd shared, the way they'd moved together in the darkness.

"You saved me." The words came out breathier than intended.

Goldie's ears twitched. "It's my duty to protect the party."

"Is that all?"

Their eyes met. Goldie's tail swished once, uncertain. "I... you're our employer."

"That's not what I asked."

"Ladies?" Chaddick had backtracked to them. "Everything okay?"

Tiriel scrambled off Goldie, her face burning. "Fine. The ledge was unstable. Goldie prevented a fall."

"Good catch." He helped them both up, and Tiriel tried not to notice how his hand lingered on her lower back. Or how Goldie noticed it too.

Goldie marked the unstable section with a glowing rune—a Paladin spell Tiriel wasn’t familiar with—and continued deeper. Tiriel stayed between the other two now, very aware of both their bodies in the confined space.

The tunnel opened into a section filled with massive mushrooms growing from the ceiling. They hung like organic chandeliers, releasing puffs of spores with the slightest disturbance. They kept as far from the mushrooms as possible.

"Slumber spores," Goldie identified. "I read about them in our Mycology for Monster-Hunters class.”

“Second year,” Chaddick said, recalling the same. “Inhale too much and you'll sleep for hours, right?”

“So you did pay attention to something other than your combat classes?” the Paladin gave him a curious look.

“Were we in the same class?"

Goldie blushed, and her ears flattened into her wavy blonde hair. “That hardly matters now, does it?”

Tiriel wondered what was going on there. But she pulled fabric from her pack, her alchemical training finally useful. "Tear these into strips. Breathe through them. It will reduce your exposure to the spores, should we disturb them."

They tied the makeshift filters over their faces. The cloth smelled like the herbs she used for preservation—mint and wormwood. But she could still smell Goldie's distinctive musk, Chaddick's leather and steel scent. Both familiar now. Both affecting her in ways that had nothing to do with scientific interest.

She wondered how long it would be until they took another break. She had… experiments to conduct regarding Chaddick’s response to her stimulating the Paladin woman.

They navigated the spore forest carefully. The particles drifted like snow, glowing faintly in the torchlight. Beautiful and deadly. Through the cloth filter, every breath tasted of earth and herbs.

Tiriel’s feet ached in her boots, reminding her that this mission was about far more than Guild Master Mordain’s murderous intentions. Her extra toes cramped painfully against the special padding. She'd been walking for hours now, and the constant pressure was becoming unbearable. But she couldn't adjust them. Couldn't reveal her deformity. Not when the others had started looking at her with something other than professional interest.

And now that she couldn’t imagine going back to her humble academic life without the erotic thrill of the adventurers’ company.

What would they think if they knew? If they saw what her magical incompetence had done to her? Would Goldie still look at her with those warm brown eyes? Would Chaddick still want to—

"Rest stop," Goldie announced. "Check your equipment. I’ll set a ward"

They'd reached a relatively clear chamber, free of spores and stable underfoot. Tiriel sank onto a rock with relief, trying not to obviously favor her aching feet.

Chaddick removed his chain shirt and gambeson, rolling his shoulders and stretching. There was a streak of goblin blood on his face and neck which hadn’t been wiped cleanly after the fight. Now he wet a cloth and was attempting to get rid of the stuff. He'd missed a spot on his cheek. Without thinking, Tiriel moved toward him.

"You're injured." She reached for the red mark on his shoulder where she'd seen a goblin blade graze him during the fight.

"What? No, I'm fine."

"Your shoulder. I saw the blade catch you."

It was more a bruise than a scratch, the blood clotting darkly beneath his skin. Given the Blade of Prophecy’s healing properties, it would heal on its own in no time. But it was an excuse to touch him. To be close. To continue what they'd started this morning...

Tiriel pulled a healing salve from her pack. "Infection risk in caverns is significant. I have the ability to heal. Just because I’m paying you to accompany me on this mission doesn’t mean I’m not good for anything else."

He shrugged, pulling the collar of his tunic aside to give her access. The cut was shallow, nothing that actually needed treatment. But he didn't point that out.

The salve smelled of mint and medicinal herbs. She applied it carefully, her fingers lingering on his skin. The muscle was warm under her touch, firm and defined. She traced the edges of the minor wound, then let her touch expand outward, mapping the topography of his shoulder.

"Tiriel?" His voice had dropped lower.

She met his eyes. Heat pooled in her stomach at his expression—knowing, wanting. Her breathing quickened.

"The salve needs to be worked in," she said weakly. "For maximum absorption."

She unlaced the leather tie at his throat, pulling his tunic open wider. Her hands moved across his shoulder and down to his chest. She could feel his heartbeat accelerating under her palm. His hand came up to cover hers, holding it against him.

"I think it's thoroughly absorbed," he murmured, but he didn't let go.

They were leaning toward each other. She could smell the mint from the salve mixing with his natural scent. His free hand found her waist. Her lips parted—

And then his mouth was on hers.

The contact shot through her like lightning.

Gods… it was so different than it had been when she and Goldie had accidently…

Oooh… oh, he was good.

His lips were softer than she'd expected, warm and slightly rough from the dry cavern air. He kissed her gently at first, just a press of mouth to mouth, giving her time to adjust. Her first real kiss. Ever. It didn’t feel like what she’d done with Goldie that morning had counted, not really.

At her age, it was almost embarrassing how inexperienced she was, but then his tongue traced the seam of her lips and all capacity for embarrassment evaporated.

“Mmmm, Chaddick, I….”

She opened for him instinctively. His tongue slid against hers, and her whole body clenched in response. Heat flooded through her, pooling low in her belly and spreading outward like wildfire. Her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer, needing more contact.

He made a sound of surprise and approval, deepening the kiss. His hand at her waist tightened, pulling her against him. She could feel the solid warmth of his chest, the strength in his arms. Her breasts pressed against him, suddenly sensitive, nipples hardening despite the layers between them.

She whimpered into his mouth. Actually whimpered. The sound should have mortified her, but he responded by angling his head to kiss her deeper, his other hand coming up to cradle her jaw. His thumb stroked her cheek as his tongue explored her mouth, and she felt herself melting.

This was nothing like this morning's desperate embrace with Goldie, flavored with competition and Chaddick's essence. This was focused entirely on her, on discovering how she liked to be kissed, on taking her apart with nothing but his mouth.

When they finally broke apart, she was panting. Her lips felt swollen, sensitive. She could taste him—something masculine and warm that made her want to pull him back immediately.

"That was..." She tried to find words, failed. "I've never..."

His eyes widened slightly. "Never?"

She shook her head, face flushing. "Not like that. Not a proper kiss."

Something shifted in Chaddick’s gaze. His thumb traced her lower lip, and she had to fight not to take it into her mouth. "Well then," he murmured, "we should make sure it's memorable."

He was leaning in again when reality crashed back.

Goldie cleared her throat with a sound almost like a growl.

She was right there, watching. After this morning, after the way they'd kissed each other while pleasuring him, after that moment of connection on the ledge—

Tiriel felt suddenly confused.

She turned to look at the Paladin, worried she'd see anger or hurt. She didn't understand relationship dynamics at the best of times, and sharing one man was completely outside her theoretical framework. Would Goldie be upset? Jealous? They'd shared him this morning, but that had been different somehow. Mutual desperation in the dark versus this deliberate choice.

But Goldie's expression was unreadable, her professional mask firmly in place.

"The mission is this way." Her tone was flat, businesslike. “Break time’s over.”

Tiriel wanted to say something. To acknowledge what had happened this morning. To maybe explore what it would be like to kiss Goldie when they weren't both covered in Chaddick’s creamy seed. Would they both still like it? Or was it Chaddick they’d been after? Using each other for his pleasure?

Why was it so hard to untangle her feelings?

Tiriel felt her gaze seek Goldie’s for some sign.

But the Paladin was already walking away, and this wasn't the time. Not with the Cockatrice waiting somewhere ahead. Not when she still needed to harvest the Widdershrooms.

Still, as they prepared to continue, Tiriel caught herself thinking about the way Chaddick's eyes had darkened when he'd watched them kiss this morning. The way his hands had worked them both while encouraging them to continue.

She might not understand relationships, but she had a feeling that what was building between the three of them was far more complex—and potentially far more satisfying—than anything she’d read about before.

For now though, they had to complete this mission. Guild Master Mordain, be damned. Everything else would have to wait.

Tiriel packed away the salve with hands that still trembled slightly, her lips still tingling from Chaddick’s kiss. Behind her, she heard Goldie's armor shift as the Paladin checked her equipment with perhaps more force than necessary.

Not angry exactly. But something. Something that would need to be addressed.

After they survived the Cockatrice.
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They continued through a passage where the walls wept moisture constantly. The limestone here was soft, carved into flowing shapes by centuries of water. It looked organic, almost alive.

"We're getting close to the grotto," Tiriel said, recognizing the formations from her research. "The Widdershrooms grow in the deepest chambers where the moisture is constant."

"And the Cockatrice?" Chaddick asked.

"Also in the grotto. It nests near the crystals."

"Wonderful. A boss fight in its home territory." But he was grinning, actually excited by the prospect.

The passage sloped sharply downward. They had to brace against the walls to keep from sliding. Water made everything slick. Tiriel's boots—already painful—had no grip on the wet stone. She slipped twice, caught once by Chaddick and once by Goldie.

Each time, their hands lingered just a moment too long.

The air changed as they descended, becoming warmer and more humid. There was a different quality to the darkness ahead—not a true absence of light but the presence of a faint blue-white glow, like starlight through water.

"The Widdershrooms," Tiriel breathed. “That’s them!”

They emerged onto a natural balcony overlooking the grotto, and even knowing what to expect, the sight stole her breath.

The cavern was massive—large enough to hold the entire Academy. The walls and ceiling were covered in bioluminescent fungi. Thousands of Widdershrooms, from tiny buttons to shields-sized caps, all glowing with that ethereal light. They pulsed gently, like a slow heartbeat, casting everything in dream-like illumination.

Water dripped from stalactites, the drops catching the light like falling stars. Crystal formations jutted from the floor and walls, reflecting and refracting the glow into prismatic patterns. It was like standing inside a geode made of starlight.

"Oh," was all she could manage. “It’s… beautiful…”

This was it. The cure for her condition. The solution to her shameful secret. Growing right there, more beautiful than any illustration in her texts.

"It's incredible," Chaddick said softly.

"It's tactically problematic," Goldie added, though even she sounded awed. "All that light will make us visible to anything down there."

Tiriel barely heard them. She was already moving, finding the path down into the grotto. Her feet forgotten, her companions forgotten, everything forgotten except the Widdershrooms. Her cure. Her salvation.

She reached the grotto floor and approached the nearest cluster. Her hands shook as she pulled out her harvesting tools. The fungi were perfect—mature but not overripe, their gills releasing just the right amount of spores. She'd need at least a dozen for the reversal potion, but there were hundreds here.

"Tiriel, wait—" Goldie started.

The crystals exploded outward in a shower of prismatic shards.

The Cockatrice burst from its hidden nest with a shriek that made the entire cavern ring. It looked exactly like the Academy woodcuts had promised: the upper half of a rooster grafted onto the lower coils of a serpent, with a pair of dragonlike wings jutting from its back. Chaddick had always thought the things looked a bit silly, but up close and personal, it was anything but…

The creature was massive—twenty feet from beak to tail, its body covered in scales that shifted between green and gold. A crest of jagged feathers rose from its skull, and its hooked beak clicked with a sound that made the hair on Chaddick’s arms stand up.

Somehow, all the texts and scrolls in the Academy library could never have prepared him for the monstrous nature of the beast. Its “feathers” were scale-hard and ridged, some cracked like old pottery. Others looked sharp enough to draw blood if brushed the wrong way. Its leathery wings twitched as if eager to snap open, the thin membranes veined and mottled like the skins of the surrounding mushrooms.

Some kind of camouflage, he assumed.

Its tail dragged behind it in a long, sinuous sweep, ending in a barbed knot of bone that scraped a trail through its nest.

And its eyes—

Gods above… They glowed with a molten, amber light, swirling with the petrifying magic the creatures were famous for. To meet the Cockatrice’s gaze meant instant death to any being that could gaze back. It was said that some older creatures could fire a beam of concentrated magic to destroy anything in its path, encasing it in stone.

Given how much more horrifying this particular Cockatrice was from the ones he’d seen in his studies, Chaddick wondered if it was one of the older ones. In which case—

"DON'T LOOK!" Goldie shouted.

Tiriel threw herself sideways just as the creature's gaze swept where she'd been standing. A bolt of swirling red and orange magic burst from a creature’s eyes like a spear, crashing into the space she’d just vacated. The mushrooms behind her turned instantly to stone, their soft glow frozen into granite permanence.

That answers that question, Chaddick thought. Damn.

The Cockatrice screamed again and charged.


Chapter 11
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The Cockatrice was even more terrifying than the Academy texts had suggested.

Twenty feet of scaled muscle and stone feathers, it moved like liquid despite its size. Its tail—thick as a tree trunk and covered in stone spikes—whipped through a cluster of Widdershrooms, shattering them into glowing fragments. The sound of its stone feathers scraping together set Chaddick’s teeth on edge.

He leaped off the rocky outcropping where he and Goldie had been standing and put himself between the elf and the monster.

"MOVE!" He shoved Tiriel behind a large crystal formation just as the creature's gaze swept across where she'd been standing.

The mossy earth where she'd stood turned instantly to stone, the transformation spreading outward in a perfect circle. Even the moisture on the rocks crystallized into granite.

Chaddick drew the Blade of Prophecy, keeping his eyes fixed on the ground. The weapon hummed eagerly, its runes glowing brighter in response to the threat. But how was he supposed to fight something he couldn't look at?

He’d been planning to do a little research on his opponent since Artemus had so kindly lent his notes to Tiriel. Last night would have been a good idea. But he’d gotten a bit distracted after dinner. That morning… well, other things had seemed more important at the time.

Now the foolishness of his negligent ways settled over him like a splash of cold water. He wasn’t a student anymore, with professors and classmates to back him up when he slacked off on his mission prep.

And there was no longer any guarantee that the quests he accepted would be achievable, just because he could accept them. Side-quests weren’t necessarily easy just because they were inconsequential to the world at large.

He should have been more cautious, given his second year failure in the cave. Despite his initial feeling that they’d made the wrong choice in declaring him to be the Chosen One, Chaddick realized he’d allowed the title to go to his head, clouding his judgement.

If he was going to prove himself a hero worthy of Goldie’s oath and Tiriel’s confidence, he was going to have to do better than that.

What could he remember from classes? Cockatrices had a vulnerability, didn’t they? Like dragons… a small opening in their armor, just below the jaw… But how was he going to get close enough to use it?

"We need reflections!" Tiriel shouted from behind her crystal, as if reading his mind. "It's the only way to track it safely!"

The Cockatrice shrieked and charged. He could hear its claws scraping stone, feel the ground shake with its weight. He dove sideways, rolling behind another formation. The creature's beak struck where he'd been, sending chips of limestone flying.

"Chaddick!" Goldie's voice rang out. "Catch!"

Her shield came spinning through the air. He caught it one-handed—the polished surface was like a mirror. In its reflection, he could see the Cockatrice turning, its eyes glowing with that terrible petrifying power.

"Goldie," he heard Tiriel shout. “Do something!”

Goldie's voice rang with power as she began chanting. Paladin magic, different from Tiriel's arcane arts. He felt the spell settle over him like armor made of light—an Aura of Stone Ward. His skin tingled with protective energy.

"You have two minutes of resistance!" Goldie called. "It won't stop the petrification completely, but it'll slow it!"

Two minutes. More than enough.

The creature was smart. It knew he was using the reflection and tried to circle around, to force direct eye contact. Its movements were quick for something so large, stone feathers rattling with each step.

He charged, keeping the shield angled to watch the creature's reflection. The Cockatrice's tail swept toward his legs. He jumped, barely clearing it, and brought the Blade down. The ancient weapon met stone feathers with a sound like a bell ringing. Sparks flew, but the blade barely left a mark.

The creature's head snapped toward him, jaws opening to reveal rows of teeth like granite daggers. He raised the shield just in time. The impact drove him backward, his boots sliding on the damp stone.

"The feathers are too hard!" he called out. "The blade can't penetrate!"

"Working on it!" Tiriel's voice came from somewhere to his left. He could see her in his peripheral vision, flipping frantically through her notes.

The Cockatrice pressed its advantage. Its claws raked across the shield, leaving deep gouges in the metal. One more hit like that and the shield would be useless. He needed a new strategy.

"Its weakness!" Tiriel suddenly shouted. "The notes I… borrowed… from Artemus mentioned that bright light disorients them! Their eyes are sensitive because of the petrification magic!"

Of course. They hunted in dark caves. Their eyes would be adapted to low light.

"Can you create a flash?" he called back.

"I'll need thirty seconds to prepare the spell!"

Thirty seconds. Against a creature that could kill him with a glance. He'd faced worse odds… but not many.

And those had been magical simulations for his final exams.

It was hardly the same thing.

Get it together, man, he chastised himself. No time for self-doubt. You’re either a hero or you’re dead. Take your pick.

The Cockatrice lunged again. This time Chaddick didn't retreat. He stepped into the attack, getting inside the reach of its beak and using his shield to deflect the strike. His sword found the softer scales under its neck. Not a killing blow, but the creature reeled back, shrieking in pain and rage.

"Twenty seconds!" Tiriel called.

Sparks flew from the creature’s scaly feathers as Goldie began firing crossbow bolts from the top of the ledge. Without her shield, she couldn’t fight as she usually did with her blade, but the ranged back up definitely helped.

The wounded Cockatrice became more aggressive. It spread its stone wings, the feathers catching the bioluminescent light and reflecting it in dizzying patterns. The visual confusion made it harder to track in the shield's reflection.

Chaddick barely saw the tail strike coming. It caught him in the ribs, lifting him off his feet. He hit a cluster of mushrooms hard enough to see stars. The shield went flying from his grip, spinning across the grotto floor.

"Ten seconds!"

The Cockatrice advanced, sensing victory. Without the shield, he couldn't track it safely. He kept his eyes squeezed shut, listening to its approach. The scraping of stone feathers. The click of claws on rock. Its breathing, low and rumbling.

"SUNSPARK!"

Tiriel's spell detonated like a miniature sun.

Even with his eyes closed, the light was blinding. The Cockatrice's shriek of pain was deafening. He heard it thrashing, disoriented, crashing into formations in its blindness.

Chaddick opened his eyes. The Cockatrice was still reeling from Tiriel's spell, shaking its head, trying to clear its vision. He charged, the Blade of Prophecy singing through the air.

This time, when he met its gaze, he felt the petrification magic hit him like a physical force. His legs immediately began to stiffen, stone creeping up from his boots. But Goldie's ward fought back, keeping it slow, keeping him mobile.

The creature, confused that its gaze wasn't working properly, hesitated.

That hesitation killed it.

Chaddick drove the Blade upward, finding the soft spot where its jaw met its neck. The ancient weapon pierced through, its magic finally overwhelming the creature's defenses. Hot blood gushed over his hands.

The Cockatrice made a sound like grinding stone. Its eyes, those terrible weapons, dimmed. It collapsed, nearly taking him down with it as the Blade remained lodged in its throat.

He yanked the weapon free and stepped back, breathing hard. His legs were stone up to his knees, but Goldie's continued chanting was reversing the effect as the Ward reached full strength. The stone crumbled away like old clay, leaving his legs weak but functional.

"We did it," Tiriel breathed, emerging from behind her crystal. "We actually did it."

She was already moving toward the corpse, pulling out harvesting tools. "The feather needs to be from the crest, specifically the third row back—"

"Tiriel." Goldie's voice carried warning. "Your mushrooms."

They all looked at the scattered, shattered remains of dozens of Widdershrooms. Some had been turned to stone, others smashed in the battle.

"No, no, no..." Tiriel dropped to her knees, frantically searching through the debris. "There have to be some intact ones. There have to be!"

She was right. Along the far wall, protected by an outcropping, a cluster of Widdershrooms still glowed with that ethereal light. Tiriel made a sound of relief and rushed toward them, already pulling out collection jars.

As the elf carefully placed her precious Widdershrooms into a collection jar, Chaddick's instincts prickled. Something felt wrong. The cave was quiet now that the Cockatrice's death throes had faded, but there was a feeling in the air from one of the corridors, like something holding its breath.

He turned slowly, scanning the shadows beyond their circle of light.

"What is it?" Goldie asked, her hand moving instinctively to her sword hilt. Her ears swiveled, trying to catch any sound.

"Thought I heard something," he said quietly. “Or… felt it.”

Footsteps, maybe? Or just the echo of their own movements bouncing off the cavern walls? The darkness beyond Tiriel's magelight seemed to press closer, and for a moment he could have sworn he caught the glint of something reflective—like spectacles catching the light. But when he looked directly at the spot, there was nothing there. Just black stone and dripping water.

"Probably just the cave settling," Tiriel said, but she'd lowered her voice too. "These old caverns play tricks with sound."

“Unless those goblins came back for a second round,” Goldie said, stepping toward the corridor.

Chaddick shrugged. The feeling had disappeared. “Whatever it was, it thought twice. It’s gone now.”

“Good,” Tiriel said, “because I have to gather as many of these as I can. It might be the only chance I get!”

While she harvested and Goldie kept watch, Chaddick examined the Cockatrice nest. It was built from bones, shiny objects, and... was that leather?

He pulled out what looked like a pack, half-dissolved by the creature's stomach acid—as if it were part of an oversized owl pellet—but it was still partially intact. Inside, wrapped in oilcloth, was a journal. The pages were yellowed and stiff, but it had been protected enough by the outer layer to still be readable.

The first entries were standard adventurer notes—routes through the caverns, creature sightings, ore vein locations. But as he read on, the tone changed.

Day 12: Found the inner chamber. The symbols match what the Guild Master described. The Dark Lord Malakor's influence is stronger here than we expected.

Chaddick's blood ran cold. He kept reading.

Day 15: Mordain was right. The ritual is key. With the entire city's water supply transmuted, soon every citizen will be drinking the mind-control draught without knowing. All serving Malakor's will.

Guild Master Modain. The same man who'd sent Tiriel on this quest.

Day 18: The Cockatrice killed Gammet today. But we're close. Once we have the feather, nothing can stop the Dread Lord's return. Mordain says he needs just three days to prepare the ritual circle. Port Veridia will fall, and with it, the eastern kingdoms. And we shall rule at Malakor’s side as our reward.

The final entry was dated two weeks ago.

"Chaddick?" Goldie approached, noting his expression. "What is it?"

He handed her the journal. Her ears flattened as she read, a growl building in her throat.

"That bastard," she snarled. "The Guild Master is a cultist."

"What?" Tiriel looked up from her harvesting, a glowing mushroom in each hand.

Chaddick took the journal back, reading aloud the key passages. With each word, Tiriel's face grew paler.

"He sent me here to get the feather for him." Her voice was hollow. "I was going to deliver it right to him. The whole city..."

"Not anymore." Chaddick's grip tightened on the journal. "We know his plan now. We can stop him. We’re sure as hell not going to deliver the feather to complete his ritual now that we know."

Tiriel shook her head. “But if I don’t deliver it, I’ll be banned from the Mage’s Guild forever. I’ll have to give up my research. And… he can still do the ritual without the feather.”

“What?” Chaddick looked at her in shock. “Why is he sending so many to die trying to find the thing if he doesn’t need it? He sent me and my classmates on a similar quest, a couple of years ago. It’s obviously something he needs.”

“Something he wants, yes. But I suspect the ritual time was set long ago, and it will happen with or without the feather. He gave me three days to return… I thought he was trying to get me killed, but I think… I think it was an act of desperation.”

Chaddick narrowed his eyes. He hadn’t yet been able to figure out the Guild Master’s motivation, and it was obvious he was missing some important information. He’d sent multiple adventurers after this feather, which implied he needed it. But sending Tiriel to retrieve it on such a short time frame suggested he was just looking for an excuse to expel her from the guild, or an opportunity to get her killed.

Or maybe he knew that Tiriel’s family was wealthy enough to pay for a higher-tier adventurer to accompany her on the mission, and that they’d do anything in order to keep her enrolled at the guild?

The fact that Mordain had previously attempted to hire students rather than professional heroes suggested he didn’t have that much money at his disposal. And the journal of the adventurer they’d found suggested they’d been in it for the glory rather than the gold.

Ego-questing like that was what Chaddick wanted to avoid. Going for glory before one had the basics covered was a good way to get inexperienced adventurers killed.

Goldie approached them, glancing skeptically at the dead Cockatrice. “If we’re sure that thing’s not going to come back to life, does anyone object to my putting up a ward and starting a fire? I’m famished. Those protective spells really drain my stamina.”

“Good idea,” Chaddick said. “We need to get to the bottom of this before we decide how to handle Mordain.”

It didn’t take the Paladin long to get a fire going in the middle of the cave. Bits of the Cockatrice’s nest acted as starter, and she had a bundle of kindling in her bag—the supplies of which Chaddick was continually impressed with. He only hoped she didn’t plan to make any more of the ‘sidekick stew’ they’d been forced to choke down the day before.

Once it was blazing, Tiriel knelt beside the fire, notebook open, the flicker of flame dancing over her face. “Three days,” she murmured, more to herself than to anyone else. “Of course it was three days. I should have realized sooner.”

Chaddick looked up from the flames. “Realized what? That the Guild Master is a bastard?”

“That too, but I meant specifically which bastardry he’s attempting.” She tapped her page thoughtfully. “The Black Zenith occurs in two days time, that’s three days from the time he gave me the quest.”

“The Black Zenith?” Chaddick shook his head. “Is that some kind of religious holiday for magic types?”

“It’s an astrological event with certain implications for aethereal mages,” Tiriel said. “Though I don’t know of any who consider it a holiday. More like… a day of very bad luck.”

“So… why would Mordain want to perform his ritual then?”

Tiriel sighed. “I would have said he wouldn’t. But if he’s a Cultist of Malakor, then it makes some sense. He’s been dabbling in void magic…”

Goldie frowned. “Void magic. That’s the bad kind, right?”

“The worst kind,” Tiriel said. “In magic, void tears the ley lattice apart. Aether mends it. The magical aether is where all mages in Armathia derive their power. Void magic is forbidden, because it weakens the aether, destroying the very magic that makes the world.”

“Why would anyone want to use void magic, in that case?”

Tiriel shrugged. “For some, the very act of destruction feels powerful. The temporary high of fear and chaos is the goal, even if it can’t last. For others… like the cultists… they believe void magic is capable of more than just destruction. They believe it has been outlawed as a way to control mages, and only Dark Lord Malakor can set them free of the rules that limit their powers. History has shown, time and time again, that the destructive power of void magic is not only real but inevitable. These crazies want it just because they can’t have it.”

“You’d think Guild Master Mordain would be wise enough to see through these falsehoods,” Goldie said, her tail drooping in disappointment. “I assume he’s the leader of the Mage’s Guild because he’s experienced and knowledgeable.”

“Or just wealthy,” Chaddick said with a snort. “If the Mage’s Guild works anything like the Hero’s Guild, there’s a pretty blurry line between those who’ve earned their titles and those who’ve paid for them.”

He thought again of the imaginary gutter snipe he’d pictured back in Port Veridia, the one who might look up at a poster of him on a Ye Olde Academy Poster and imagine that he, too, could become a hero. Chaddick had managed to graduate. He’d even managed to get himself Chosen, by some weird twist of the Fates. But he was never going to be accepted by the Guild. Even if he managed to pay his way, they’d always look down on him.

A big part of the reason Chaddick was hesitating to go to the Hero’s Guild and check out his quests was that, even with the title he knew he didn’t belong. His Chosen One status wasn’t going to mean a godsdamned thing to the stuffed shirts at the Guild. They’d still rather have Artemus Pendragon in their ranks, or any Legacy hero, than some commoner. He could already picture them writing him off as a one-off social experiment by the Academy, a publicity stunt, a freak of the Fates.

In that moment he knew Gold and Girls would never be enough to satisfy him. He’d been fooling himself if he ever thought money would buy him the respect he deserved. If he truly wanted to make a name for himself in this world, and clear a path for the non-legacy heroes coming behind him, he’d have to uproot the very system that he’d been manipulating all this time.

“You’re not wrong about that,” Tiriel said. “Guild Master Mordain is from a very wealthy merchant family in the north. He’s never been particularly interested in advancing magical research, as far as I can tell. I think it’s more likely he’s there to exert pressure on Port Viridia’s nobility. The Lord Governor and Viridian Council bow easily under pressure from the guilds.”

“Power corrupts.” Chaddick shook his head. “And absolute power corrupts absolutely. They teach that in the Ethics of Heroism as a warning to heroes. But the more I see of the world, the more I see it’s one of those universal laws. So what does all this have to do with the… what was it called? The Black Zenith?”

“Two nights from now, the moons will both be in their dark phase at the same time. This happens every year. But this year, they will be perfectly positioned above the northern pole, which only occurs every seven years.”

“Let me guess,” Chaddick said. “That’s gonna be a bad thing.”

“Yes. In this time, there is no reflected light, no lunar interference, no celestial resistance. It’s the purest conduit for void magic Armathia ever sees. If Mordain misses this opportunity, he won’t get another for seven years.”

“And by the sound of all his wheezing, and the flapping of his double chins,” Goldie said, “he’ll be lucky if he lives that long.”

“He has to act now,” Tiriel confirmed. “I mean, there’s only one better opportunity for bringing darkness to our world, and no one really knows when it’s going to occur.”

“What’s that?” Goldie asked.

“Every thousand years, a dead star called the Star of Oblivion appears during the Black Zenith.”

“A charming name,” Chaddick said. “Surely nothing to worry about.”

Tiriel gave him a serious look. “Only the end of the world as we know it. The Star of Oblivion marks the moment when the fabric of reality would thins enough to allow all the darkness from beyond the void to flood into our world.”

“But you don’t know when that is?”

Tiriel shrugged, looking a bit sheepish. “I don’t even know if it’s real. Mages love scary stories about the end of the world. It makes them feel like they’re doing something important, I guess. Keeping the balance and all that. But a thousand years is a long time. If anyone was keeping a countdown since the last apocalypse, their calendar has been lost for a long time.”

“So what you’re saying is, Mordain is not going to be holding his breath for this Star of Oblivion. He’s going to take his shot now.”

“The seven year event is bad enough,” Tiriel said with a shudder. “During the Black Zenith, the boundary between worlds thins to a whisper. Normally it lasts only minutes. But with the right focus—” she hesitated, then exhaled sharply. “—with something like a Cockatrice feather, it could be sustained for much longer. Either way, this is the only shot Mordain is going to get in his lifetime. He’s not going to waste it.”

Chaddick raised an eyebrow. “So he’ll attempt this whether we bring him the feather or not? What exactly do you think he’s up to?”

“If he’s truly a cultist, he’ll be trying to summon the Dark Lord himself,” Tiriel said. “It shouldn’t even be possible, normally. But Malakor’s followers have been growing in number lately. With enough void magicians in one place, and the amplifying power of the Black Zenith behind them… Even without the feather, it might be enough to open a gateway.”

Goldie turned to Chaddick and glared. “How much do you want to bet your Chosen One quest has something to do with stopping these cultists, hmm, Mr. Side-Quest?”

“If it is, you should be happy,” Chaddick retorted. “Because now that we have the feather and we know Mordain’s plan, this side-quest is going to end with the Dark Lord, the Guild Master, and the void cultists having a very bad day.”

Goldie huffed. “What’s the deal with the feather, then?”

Tiriel turned another page, sketching the curve of a sigil with swift, irritated strokes. “Cockatrices petrify with a glance. Their feathers carry a unique resonance—half life, half stone. If the Guild Master binds that polarity into the summoning array, it would anchor the void current. The spell wouldn’t just open a door; it would lock it open.”

Goldie’s tail froze mid-swing. “Meaning?”

“Meaning when Malakor steps through, nothing short of unmaking the entire ley lattice will close it again.”

She closed the notebook with a decisive snap.

“So,” Chaddick said slowly, “he wants to make the apocalypse harder to cancel.”

“Yes.” Tiriel stared into the fire. “Which means we can’t let him have that feather. Even if it means I get kicked out of the guild. But… how will we stop him? No one is going to believe a disgraced mage over Guild Master Mordain.”

"I’m the Chosen One, aren’t I? That’s got to count for something." Chaddick tucked the adventurer’s journal into his pack. "And we have evidence. If that’s not enough, we just won’t give them a choice. We’ll go back, expose him publicly, and stop this ritual before it starts."

Goldie's tail was rigid with determination. "The Chosen One is right. This is what we trained for. Stopping evil."

"I just wanted to cure my feet," Tiriel said miserably, looking at her gathered mushrooms.

"Your feet?" Goldie asked.

Tiriel's face flushed. "Nothing! Forget I said anything."

She had enough Widdershrooms now, carefully stored in specially prepared jars. She moved to the Cockatrice and plucked a single feather from the third row of its crest. The stone feather seemed to pulse with latent magic as she sealed it in a containment jar.

“Do you have any more of those jars?” Chaddick asked.

“Why?”

“That might be one ugly bird, but it’s got a lot of feathers. If you don’t need them, we can sell them, can’t we? You know, after we thwart Mordain’s plans, and they aren’t such a risk to have out in the wild.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Tiriel said. “I… don’t often have to think much about money.”

“Must be nice.” Chaddick gave her a good-natured grin. “Lucky for you, I’m here to think about gold for you.”

His stomach grumbled loudly.

“And lucky for you,” Goldie said with a small smirk, “I’m here to think about food.”

She passed him a steaming bowl of the same gray gruel that smelled like dog biscuits. Chaddick forced the grin to remain on his face. “Thanks, Goldie. Just what I needed.”

The Canin strode back to the fire where her cookpot was steaming, her tail wagging happily. The moment she turned her back, Tiriel fixed Chaddick with a panicked look. “I can’t do it. Please, don’t make me eat more of that smelly slop!”

“Don’t worry,” Chaddick said. “Maybe if you’re lucky, I’ll spend some of the gold we earn from those feathers on cooking lessons for our fearless Paladin.”

When Goldie returned with a bowl of sidekick stew for Tiriel, the elf had fixed a manic grin upon her face as well. She gave it a tentative sniff and croaked out, “Thanks Goldie.”

It was only after she’d choked down a few spoonsful of the hideous gruel that Tiriel realized what Chaddick had said.

The only reason that giving Goldie cooking lessons would be of any help to her was if she stayed with the party after this quest was over.

Did that mean… he wanted her to stay?

Suddenly, the sidekick stew didn’t taste nearly as bad. She quickly ate another mouthful.

And gagged.

Okay, it was still really bad.

But no matter how bad it was, it wasn’t enough to bring down her suddenly buoyant mood.


Chapter 12
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"I know you’re both eager to get going," Goldie said, sinking onto a relatively flat rock near their makeshift fire. "But I’m afraid I need a bit more time. Those protection spells drained me. It will be at least an hour before my stamina recovers."

Chaddick nodded, though every instinct screamed they should be racing back to stop Mordain. But charging into battle with an exhausted Paladin would be suicide. "We should use the time to plan anyway. Figure out our approach."

They'd finished Goldie's notorious stew, which had only tasted marginally better than the threat of a looming apocalypse hanging over their heads. Now they sat around the fire in the grotto's ethereal light. The few remaining Widdershrooms cast everything in a dreamlike glow, making even their grim situation feel oddly romantic.

Which might explain why Tiriel kept looking at him like that.

She'd positioned herself close to him on the rock, close enough that their thighs touched. Her green eyes were bright in the phosphorescent light, and she kept batting her lashes at him in a way that was incredibly distracting.

"You were so brave," she said softly, her hand finding his arm. "Fighting the Cockatrice like that."

"We all fought it."

"But you charged right at it. Even knowing it could turn you to stone." Her fingers traced the muscles of his forearm. "I thought you were handsome before, but now that I know what a real hero you are..."

She trailed off, biting her lower lip in a way that made his concentration scatter completely.

"Tiriel," he said, voice rough. "We need to focus on the plan."

Though there wasn’t much conviction in his voice. If they needed to rest while Goldie’s stamina regenerated, there was no reason they couldn’t find other ways to pass the time.

"I am focused." Her hand slid up to his bicep. "Very focused. On you."

"Maybe another kiss would help you concentrate?" he suggested to Tiriel, only half-joking.

Planning wouldn’t take long. He was an excellent planner. Charge in, smash Mordain with the Blade of Prophecy, save the world, get paid. There. Planning complete.

Across the fire, Goldie made a sound—half growl, half whimper. Her tail had stopped wagging entirely, hanging still behind her as she watched them with obvious jealousy.

This wasn't good. He couldn't go into battle against Mordain with his team distracted by romantic tension. They needed unity, not rivalry.

Tiriel surprised him by appearing to read his mind. She glanced at Goldie, seeming to notice the Paladin's distress, and a thoughtful expression crossed her face.

"Actually," she said slowly, "I think you should kiss Goldie first."

Both Chaddick and Goldie stared at her.

"What?" Goldie's ears flattened against her head.

"You did such an amazing job protecting our hero during the battle," Tiriel continued, her tone innocent but her eyes sparkling with mischief. "You deserve a reward too."

Goldie's face flushed deep red. "I... that's not... Sidekicks aren't supposed to have relationships with their heroes. It's inappropriate."

Tiriel laughed, the sound echoing off the cavern walls. "Really? After that very thorough 'therapeutic mouth massage' last night?”

Goldie's blush deepened, spreading down her neck. "That was different. That was for his health."

"Of course it was." Tiriel's grin widened. "And I guess sneaking into his tent this morning was too? Well, maybe you should perform another one. For his health. While I kiss him."

Goldie bit her lip, her whole body trembling with barely contained want. She looked at Chaddick, those brown puppy eyes wide and vulnerable. "Would it... would it help you think better? If your carnal needs were met?"

His mouth went dry. "Can't hurt to try."

Goldie stood slowly, approaching him with nervous steps. She started to lower herself to her knees, but he caught her shoulders, stopping her.

"Not yet," he murmured, and pulled her in for a kiss instead.

The moment their lips met, Goldie melted against him. Her tail immediately began wagging so hard he worried she might lose her balance. His tongue slid against hers, and she whimpered into his mouth, her hands clutching his shirt as he gave her the same passionate attention he'd given Tiriel earlier.

The elf was right. Goldie deserved a good reward.

Behind them, Chaddick heard rustling fabric. When the kiss finally broke, both he and Goldie turned to see Tiriel had used the distraction to undress completely. Well, almost. She stood in the ethereal light, her pale skin glowing, wearing nothing but her boots and stockings.

The boots were dark brown and laced up to the knee. White, ruffled stockings came out the top. They drooped slightly, gathering at mid-thigh on the elf’s luscious legs.

Chaddick didn’t think he’d anything so sexy in his life. He hadn’t gotten to look at either of them when they came to visit him in his tent that morning, as they’d been under the blanket. The elf was even more gorgeous than he’d realized.

Goldie let out a jealous growl. Without breaking eye contact with Tiriel, she began yanking at her own armor clasps. "Oh, no you don't. You're not going to beat me in this fight."

"It's not a competition," Tiriel said, though she was already moving toward them with clear intent.

"Everything's a competition," Goldie shot back, finally getting her breastplate off and working on the padded gambeson underneath.

Then both women turned their attention to him, and Chaddick realized he was in the best kind of trouble.

They descended on him together, a flurry of hands fighting to remove his clothes. Buttons popped. Fabric tore. His belt went flying somewhere into the darkness. Within seconds, he was as naked as they were, and they were pressing against him from both sides.

“Well, this escalated quickly,” he said with a grin. “Can’t say I’m complaining.”

He wrapped an arm around each of their waists, pulling them close. He started with their mouths—kissing Tiriel deeply while Goldie nipped at his jaw, then switching to devour Goldie's mouth while Tiriel's tongue traced his ear.

Their rivalry forgotten in the heat of the moment, the girls moved together like they'd choreographed it. Chaddick kissed down Tiriel's neck, finding a spot that made her gasp, while his other hand tangled in Goldie's hair and rubbed between her ears. The Canin whined in pleasure and he could feel her tail thumping against the side of his leg.

He kissed lower, massaging their breasts in both hands. He started with Tiriel, cupping the full weight of her in his palm, his thumb brushing across her nipple until it hardened into a tight peak. She arched into his touch, making soft sounds of excitement. His mouth followed his hands, lips closing around the sensitive bud, tongue swirling until she was squirming against him.

Goldie whined impatiently, and he turned his attention to her, marveling at the contrast. Where Tiriel was all soft curves, Goldie was firm muscle beneath silk-soft skin. Her breasts were smaller but perfectly shaped and incredibly sensitive. The moment his mouth found her nipple, she cried out, her tail thrashing wildly. He sucked and licked until she was panting.

Back and forth he went between them, each moan sending shivers of lust down his spine. Tiriel liked gentle bites, her hands twisting in his hair when his teeth grazed her. Goldie preferred firm suction, her whole body trembling when he pulled her deep into his mouth. Both of them pressed closer, seeking more contact, their hands roaming his body as he worshipped theirs.

"Please," Tiriel gasped when he'd spent long minutes driving them both to distraction. "We need..."

"More," Goldie finished, and for once they were in complete agreement. “Please, sir.”

They all lowered themselves to the pile of discarded clothes, the fabric creating a makeshift bed on the cavern floor. The fire crackled beside them, adding its warmth to their heated skin.

"Be a good girl for Master," Goldie whispered to herself, breathlessly, like she was coaxing herself. She slid down his body, her hands practically searing his skin as she dragged them over his skin. “Mmm, yes… such a good girl.”

Her mouth found him without hesitation, hot and eager. She took him deep immediately, moaning around him like she'd been starving for this since their morning encounter. Her tail wagged frantically above her perfect, muscular ass, the motion making her whole body move as she worked him with lips and tongue and just a hint of teeth that made his hips buck.

He groaned, his head falling back against the makeshift bed of clothes, and Tiriel took the opportunity to claim his mouth. Her tongue mimicked Goldie's rhythm below, swallowing his sounds of pleasure with desperation. Her hands roamed his chest, nails dragging lightly across his skin. She pinched and teased his nipples as she bit playfully at his lips.

"Gods," he gasped when Tiriel let him up for air. Between the two of them, Chaddick was awash in sensation that blocked out everything else.

Below, Goldie was doing something incredible with her tongue, swirling and sucking with that desperate enthusiasm that drove him wild. She pulled back to lap at the tip, looking up at him with those big brown eyes, then dove back down, taking him impossibly deep.

"She's quite good at that," Tiriel observed, her clinical tone at odds with how flushed she was. "Very… wet and sloppy, anyways. I wonder if a different technique might be more effective."

Goldie made a muffled sound of indignation around him that sent vibrations through his entire body. After a few more minutes of Goldie’s enthusiastic ministrations, just as Chaddick was getting close to the edge, the elf interrupted.

"That’s enough,” Tiriel commanded. “Time to switch. That’s a good girl…”

Goldie whined in the back of her throat, but popped off Chaddick’s cock immediately. The elf had picked up on the Canin’s obvious praise kink, and wasn’t afraid to use it.

Goldie, in an act of partial defiance, gave him a long, wet parting lick that sent a shudder through his bones. Then she moved up to his mouth, licking his lips with as much enthusiasm as she’d shown the rest of him. Her kisses were messier now, her lips swollen. She dug her hands into his hair as she ground against his thigh, making high-pitched whimpering noises that went straight to his groin.

The women seemed intent on showering him in devotion, and Chaddick could do little else but lay there and enjoy it. His hands found Goldie’s waist, sliding up to cup and squeeze her breasts as she slid her tongue into his mouth.

Meanwhile, Tiriel had taken her place below, peppering him with light kisses along his length. Her tongue traced patterns that seemed designed to drive him insane. When she finally took him in her mouth, her controlled suction was so intense it had him seeing stars.

"Fuck," he groaned into Goldie's mouth.

The Paladin pulled back slightly, grinning. "Do you like that, sir?"

He managed to nod, barely.

Tiriel hummed around him—definitely on purpose—and did something with her tongue that made his abdomen tighten.

"Move over, you little tart," Goldie said suddenly. “He’s going to burst. I’m not letting you get him off without me.”

Surprisingly, Tiriel didn’t argue.

They both moved along his body, positioning themselves on either side of him. His hips were raised by the pile of clothes he leaned against, gazing down at them as they faced each other over him. The firelight cast flickering shadows across their skin, the Widdershrooms adding their ethereal glow.

They bent at the waist, lowering their breasts to him. Tiriel's full curves pressed against one side of his shaft while Goldie's firmer breasts cushioned the other. They began to move, sliding up and down, the silky flesh creating incredible friction. Their breasts pressed together around him, warm and soft and perfect.

"Oh fuck," he groaned, hands clutching the scattered clothing beneath him.

The women looked at each other across his body, and something passed between them. Tiriel leaned forward more, pressing closer, and Goldie matched her movement. Their nipples brushed against each other as they moved, making both of them gasp.

"That's..." Goldie started, then lost her words as Tiriel deliberately rubbed against her.

"Good?" Tiriel asked breathlessly. She adjusted her angle, pressing more firmly, and both women moaned at the increased contact.

“Definitely good,” Goldie confirmed.

“So hot,” Tiriel moaned. “Gods, you look like such a slut.”

“Shut up, so do you! What’s with those boots? You’re like a whore who’s too lazy to get undressed.”

Even as they bickered, they found a rhythm, sliding their saliva-slicked breasts along his length while their nipples teased each other at the peak of each stroke. The more they insulted each other the more into it they seemed to get.

Goldie's tail was wagging frantically, smacking everything that got too close. Tiriel's hands came up to cup her own breasts, pressing them more firmly around him, and Goldie copied the motion.

“Your tits are so fat, I’m surprised you can walk,” Goldie snipped.

“Yours are so small I’m surprised you can find them,” the elf replied.

Flushed and panting, they moved together, their eyes locked on each other even as they pleasured him. It was the sexiest thing Chaddick had ever seen.

Tiriel bit her lip and deliberately flicked her nipple against Goldie's, the Paladin whimpered. “If they’re so small, why are you rubbing yourself all over them?”

“Mmmm, because your Master likes it. Don’t you want to be a good girl for him?”

Goldie’s ears flattened into her hair and her tail thumped harder. It would have been impossible for her to lie.

“I’m a good girl.” Goldie pressed closer, increasing the friction for all three of them. “I’m such a good girl.”

“You’re a good little slut,” Tiriel teased. “I can see how wet you are. It looks like the little puppy had an accident.”

“You should talk, you tart,” Goldie gasped. “Those stockings are going to need a wash.”

The pressure in Chaddick’s spine built impossibly, making his balls feel like they were about to explode.

“I’m close,” he warned.

They pressed together more firmly, their movements becoming urgent, desperate. Their breasts sliding against him and each other, the wet friction perfect and overwhelming. Goldie leaned forward and kissed Tiriel over his cock, messy and hungry, and that image—their mouths meeting above him while their breasts worked him—was burned into his mind as he came.

Ropes of cum shot up between them, covering their chests and chins in sticky, hot streams. His seed dripped down their curves, glistening in the dim light. They leaned toward each other, their breasts pressing together, the slickness of his release acting as a lubricant as they slid against each other, moaning wantonly.

They kissed, deep and hungry, their tongues meeting in a sensual exploration, tasting him on each other’s lips. The sound of their whimpers filled the room, soft and intoxicating, as their hands roamed, smearing Chaddick’s pearly essence across each other’s skin.

Goldie licked a creamy trail from Tiriel’s throat, then hungrily began lapping at the elf’s chest, sucking on her breasts as she cleaned every last drop of his cum from her skin. When she was finished, Tiriel returned the favor.

With her smaller breasts, Goldie had taken more of his explosion on her belly. Tiriel’s eyebrow quirked as she watched a droplet sliding down the Paladin’s abs. Slowly, she dragged her tongue along the trail, following it lower and lower. Goldie froze. Even her tail stopped moving. Her wide, chocolate brown eyes landed on Chaddick.

“M-Master?”

Chaddick grinned, recognizing what the elf thinking. “Is there a problem?”

“I-I don’t know… is… is she being a good girl?”

It took him a moment to realize the Paladin was asking if he was okay with Tiriel licking her there. Canin had a strong territorial streak, and she probably worried that he’d be jealous.

He wasn’t. He loved that Tiriel was so interested in putting on a good show for him. And he knew Goldie would love the attention the elf was offering.

But neither of them seemed to be very experienced, and Chaddick wanted their first experiences to be good ones.

“I’m just going to clean her up for you,” Tiriel said, gazing up at him innocently.

Chaddick got to his knees beside Goldie, running a finger along the path Tiriel had just dragged her tongue. Goldie’s tail started wagging slowly and uncertainly as his finger traced her muscular stomach and stopped right at the last droplet, which had stopped just above the thin line of blonde hair between her legs.

“Clean that up,” he told Tiriel. “And no more.”

Tiriel’s tongue darted out, licking up the last of Chaddick’s seed with a dainty flick of pink. She kept her bright green eyes on him, awaiting his instruction.

This is so fucking hot, he thought as he took in the sight of both these beautiful women trembling in wait for his command. Who needs gold or glory when you’ve got girls like this?

“Now,” he said, pulling Tiriel up beside Goldie, so that he could wrap his arms around both of them. “I think we need to come to an understanding before we take things any further.”

Goldie’s tail stopped wagging and her ears drooped. “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you like what we did?” Tiriel asked, anxiety creeping into her voice.

Chaddick took a deep breath. “Very much,” he said. “And I’d like for it to continue, if you’re enjoying yourselves too. But, Tiriel… what are we going to do after we bring Mordain to justice?”

The elf went pale. She bit her lip. “Do you think it will be so easy? I… I am a little bit afraid that we’re going to our deaths…”

“Is that why you’re moving so fast?”

She glanced nervously at Goldie, then nodded, her pale cheeks suddenly flushing bright red. “I don’t want to die a virgin!”

“Me neither!” Goldie yipped, suddenly. Then she got a fierce look in her eyes. “But we’re not going to die. Chaddick is the Chosen One for a reason, even if his methods are a bit… unorthodox.”

Tiriel trembled. “Mordain is a very powerful mage, though. And if his cultists have grown strong enough that they are attempting this ritual… I don’t know. Maybe I feel so afraid because I can’t imagine what my life will be like if I can’t return to the Mage’s Guild. It’s not that I doubt you, Chaddick. It just… feels like the world will be over for me, even if we succeed.”

Chaddick pulled both of them in close. “I’m going to make you a promise, Tiriel. You will not die a virgin. I will be honored to claim you, personally, when all of this is over.”

Her eyes grew wide again. “You will?”

Goldie let out a small, jealous whine.

“I will,” Chaddick said. “But I want you to stay with us. Once Mordain is taken care of, I have no doubt that I will be able to argue with the Mage’s Guild on your behalf, if that’s what you want. But I promise that, if you stay with Goldie and me, we’ll do everything we can to support your research. Questing is a great way to collect rare ingredients and ancient spell tomes, after all. And we could really use a mage fighting at our side.”

“But… but… what does that have to do with sex?”

Chaddick laughed. “Well, for one, because I want to see that you have faith in my ability to do this, that you trust me to be the hero, and not just some poster-boy for the Academy.”

“You’re holding my virginity hostage?”

“Not exactly.” Chaddick ran a hand through his hair and sighed again. “I’ve just… decided I’m not interested in meaningless flings anymore. Sex can be a lot of fun. But that’s about it. I’ve had enough rolls in the hay over the years to know that at most, sex without meaning is a distraction from what’s important.”

Tiriel bit her lip and ran her fingers over his biceps. “Like… being the Chosen One?”

“Yeah,” Chaddick said. “Eventually. Once I’ve got the resources I need to do the job right.”

Goldie narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t seem to have any trouble with meaningless flings when you banged those groupies a few nights ago, sir. I’m not judging you. I know that bedding women is a big part of being a hero…”

“They should really use that in their recruitment posters, instead of plastering my mug all over the place,” Chaddick said with a laugh.

Goldie growled. “What I mean is, you said it yourself. You’re in it for Gold, Girls, and Glory, and you could do without the Glory.”

“And I have two perfect girls right here,” Chaddick said, squeezing them in together so that their breasts smooshed in front of his chest. “The last two days with you,” he kissed Tiriel, then turned to Goldie and kissed her too, “and you, have gotten me wondering… what would it be like to stay together? As a party?”

Goldie’s tail started to thump again. “Just us? No other girls?”

“For now,” Chaddick said.

Goldie’s tail stopped wagging.

“You’re not very good at this,” Tiriel said with a scowl.

“What I mean is, we might find another girl to join the party at some point,” Chaddick amended. “But we’ll decide who gets to join together, if we choose anyone.”

“And you won’t have any more dates with groupies?” Goldie asked tentatively.

“Cross my heart,” Chaddick said. “I trust you two to take care of all my needs. Only you, unless we decide we’re ready for another. And I’ll take care of yours.”

Goldie’s ears perked up. “Mine? Uh… But I’m not supposed to…”

“Goldie, I know this goes against traditional side-kick training. But I am not a traditional hero. Now that you’re bound to me by oath, I see it as my responsibility to take care of you, too. And that means everything you need. I’m sure as hell not going to let some other man come steal your heart because I’m too busy chasing groupies to notice the very, very good thing I have right here.”

He slid his hand down her back and gave her backside a firm, meaningful squeeze.

Goldie blushed. “I’m a professional, sir. I would never give my heart to another while I served you.”

“Which would make it even more cruel for me to neglect your needs,” he insisted, letting his fingers slide into the slickness between her thighs to illustrate his point. “You’re not just a Guardlight, Goldie. You’re a whole person. And a very good girl.”

There was no stopping her tail now. She gasped and fell against his chest as he stroked her.

“Oh, gods… Master… I’m gonna… Ahhhhhh!”

She shivered instantly, a gush of creamy heat spilling over his hand as she came.

“Hey, what about me!” Tiriel demanded. “I have needs too.”

Chaddick grinned as he ran his other hand up the inside of the elf’s thigh, over the slumping stockings, and into the slick warmth of her core.

“Mmmm, yes… just like that!”

“So you’ll stay?” he coaxed, swirling a finger around her swollen pearl.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

He wasn’t entirely sure if she was answering his question or just enjoying the orgasm that had snuck up on her But either way, he couldn’t stop smiling.

He’d always wanted a party of gorgeous women to adventure with. But in his deepest fantasies, that party had been more. Comrades, of course. Friends, ideally. Lovers, maybe?

But, family. That was the big thing. The true dream.

Chaddick had longed for a family his entire life. Like gold, it was a thing that seemed forever out of his reach. He’d spent a lot of time trying to seek connection—those meaningless flings wouldn’t have been meaningless if he’d gotten even a hint that those girls were interested in him for more than his carefully cultivated heroic looks and status at Ye Olde Hero Academy.

With the title of Chosen One hanging like a mantle of thorns on his shoulders, finding connection had seemed even less likely than before. He’d feared he was doomed to chase distraction until he died.

But things had been different since he’d embarked on this quest with Goldie and Tiriel.

Tiriel’s awkward flirting and her genuine fascination with magic was intriguing, and she answered his questions earnestly—not treating him like some dumb soldier—apparently excited to have the opportunity to talk about her passions.

Goldie was fiercely protective of him, even though he knew she was a little disappointed in his approach to being the Chosen One. She was genuinely dedicated to doing anything it took to be the sidekick he needed to be excellent at his job. But her equally genuine desire to please him, comfort him, and nurture him was more endearing still.

The pair of them bickering over him, competing with each other for his attention, but also looking out for one another’s feelings, had struck a chord with Chaddick. It was just the early days, but it was clear something about them just… clicked. It made his heart feel so full he thought it might burst.

Tiriel was curious and passionate about knowledge, and her enthusiasm seemed to extend to physical exploration. By her own admission, she’d never had much time or interest in relationships before, but with him she seemed laser focused on learning absolutely everything as fast as she could. He was excited to have such an eager and willing student of the amorous arts—something he’d always prided himself in being quite skilled at, even when his partners weren’t emotionally involved.

Goldie was torn between duty and desire, but if he could claim her—not just as his sidekick, but as his woman, his family—her Canin instincts to bond and protect would help relieve that contradiction in her heart. Family was the one thing her kind valued above duty. And if Chaddick was right, she was already feeling that connection, just as he was.

Gathering the two quivering women in his arms, Chaddick lay back down on their makeshift nest, feeling closer to his goals than he’d ever felt before. All he’d ever wanted was to be a side-quest hero, earning enough coin to keep a roof over his head, and a few beautiful women by his side.

He didn’t need any more than this.

It could be the three of them against the world, forever, and Chaddick would be happy.

At the graduation ceremony, he’d thought being named the Chosen One was one more cruel twist of fate in a long line of Destiny dealing him hands in direct opposition to his desires, forcing him to quest for glory rather than the stability and independence he longed for.

But maybe, this time, Destiny had gotten it right.

It turns out, this was just what he needed.

His journey from being an unnamed orphan in the streets to being the poster-boy for heroes everywhere was proof that his one skill in life was making the most of the hand he’d been dealt.

And Chaddick Questwell wouldn’t be Chaddick Questwell if he didn’t make the most of this hand—or rather, these handfuls, he thought, squeezing a pair of juicy backsides in each hand—one way or another.

Grand Master Mordain picked the wrong guy to fuck with.


Chapter 13
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The forest trail stretched endlessly ahead. They'd been walking for hours—running when they could, walking when they couldn't, which was most of the time.

Chaddick's ribs ached with each breath. The Cockatrice had definitely bruised at least two when its tail caught him. He hadn’t noticed as much when he was blowing off steam with the girls, but now that the fun was over it was harder to put out of his mind. Fortunately, he was trained to ignore pain when on a quest of this importance.

Tiriel, on the other hand, was not. And she was making her objections to their pace quite well known.

“What are you trying to do, kill me?” she wailed, stumbling over another tree root. “I thought you liked me, Chaddick! I thought we had a good thing going back there…”

“Okay, okay,” he laughed, slowing down. He winced, rubbing at his ribs. “But we do have to move as quickly as possible.”

Goldie stood at the edge of the trail with her hands on her hips, not even remotely out of breath. “Time is of the essence. This is your quest, elf. Remember? You are the one who scared us with all that void magic, magical Armageddon, Black Zircon business—”

“Black Zenith!”

“Whatever. My point is. You said this was important!”

“It is!” Tiriel panted. “But that doesn’t suddenly make me a long distance sprinter. I’m built for reading and snuggling and—”

“Blowing up magical laboratories?”

“Yes. I mean, no! I guess I have done that a few times. But explosions only really require a quick, panicked sprint. I can manage those when sufficiently motivated. But this…”

She wheezed.

“You’re going to have to work on that if you’re going to come adventuring with us.” Goldie crossed her arms, flattening her ears into her hair with a slightly smug look on her face.

“Fine.” Tiriel stumbled toward a fallen log at the edge of the trail. She sat down and started rubbing her feet through her boots, her face scrunched up like she was in serious pain. “But until then, just… gimme a minute.”

Tiriel dropped her pack and started rummaging through it.

"What are you doing?" Chaddick asked. “We don’t have time for a snack. And you’ll just give yourself cramps if you eat anything now.”

The elf pulled out three vials of luminescent blue liquid. She uncorked one and downed it in a single gulp. "Stamina potion."

"You brought stamina potions?"

"Uh, yeah. I might not be much of a runner, but I mix a mean potion."

“We might have used them when Goldie’s stamina was low,” Chaddick said, motioning in the direction of the cave. “You know… for future reference, adventuring parties usually share supplies.”

“I could have.” Tiriel flung the empty vial at Chaddick’s chest, where it thumped weakly before falling into the leaves at his feet. “But I don’t have that many, and I knew I was going to need them for the return trip. Besides, then we wouldn’t have gotten to enjoy that little team building exercise.”

She had a point. Chaddick wouldn’t have traded their moment back in the cave for an entire case of stamina potions. “Fair play,” he grinned. Then he bent to pick up the vial. “But we’re keeping the empties. Do you know how expensive glass vials are?”

Tiriel gave him a strange look that suggested she’d never thought of such things in her life. She uncorked the second vial. This one was green. "Speed enhancer."

Goldie's tail wagged with amusement. "First, withholding supplies. Now she’s doping? Are we sure we want her in our party?"

"I am not doping! I’m optimizing. You two have hero training! Special Academy conditioning! I'm a researcher who spends twelve hours a day sitting in a library!" Tiriel downed the green potion and reached for a purple one. "Some of us need alchemical assistance to keep up with your ridiculous pace."

"What's the purple one do?"

"I don’t even know. But it probably can’t hurt." She drank it and made a face. "Tastes like pickled fish."

“If you sprout fins, I’m reporting you to the Mage’s Guild,” Goldie teased. “For illegal body modifications.”

There was no such law about magical body modifications, as far as Chaddick knew, and he laughed along with the Paladin. But for some reason, Tiriel looked stricken.

“It’s okay,” Chaddick said. “We’ll take as many rests as you need. And I think you’d look cute with fins. Come on, we’ll take it slow for a bit.”

As they started walking again, their footsteps seemed to echo oddly behind them, out of cadence, like there were more than three people on the trail. He glanced back, unease prickling at the back of his neck. But there was nothing there besides trees and shadows.

"What’s the matter, sir?" Goldie asked. She'd noticed him looking.

"Our footsteps sound weird."

"It's the forest. Everything sounds weird." But her ears swiveled anyway, listening. She sniffed the air. “I don’t… sense anything unusual.”

Chaddick frowned. It was a similar feeling to what he’d experienced in the cave, the sensation of being watched by something that didn’t wish to be found. Cave goblins would not have followed them into the forest, though, and he’d written off the last encounter as one of those little blighters. If he’d been wrong…

“Stay sharp,” was all he said. “Don’t want to get ambushed on our way to save the world.”

Goldie grinned at him, her tail wagging.

“What?”

“You’re thinking like the Chosen One.”

“I am the Chosen One, aren’t I?”

“Whether you like it or not,” she said with a shrug. “So it’s good to see you leaning into it.”

Tiriel shot them both a glare over her shoulder. “Quit flirting while my lungs are on fire. It’s rude.”

“Think she has any potions that improve her mood?” Goldie asked.

Chaddick just shrugged, grinning back at his Canin companion. Goldie was suddenly in the best mood he’d ever seen her in, her competitive streak giving her a moment to shine while the elf grumbled.

“Don’t rub it in,” he warned her. “You never know when you might need one of her potions.”

Tiriel turned to glare again. “Don’t count on it. I don’t have any recipes for curing fleas!”

Goldie’s tail stopped wagging. She glared back and growled low in her throat.

Chaddick couldn’t help but laugh. “She might not be a fighter, but she’s definitely got some teeth!”
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They kept walking. The sun tracked across the sky—noon, afternoon, early evening. They stopped twice more for Tiriel to drink potions. By the fourth hour, she was practically vibrating with artificial energy.

"How many of those did you bring?" Chaddick asked.

"Enough." She bounced on her toes as she walked. "You know, I could get used to this. I feel incredible! Strong, fast, invincible! Maybe I should have joined Ye Olde Hero Academy instead of the Mage’s Guild. I feel like I could take on the world!”

Chaddick raised an eyebrow. “Sounds great. But there’s a reason heroes train so hard to do all this without magical intervention. Aren’t you worried about the side effects to taking so many potions?”

“Side effects?” She sounded unconcerned. “I don’t think there’s anything too serious to worry about. I suppose I might have a spectacular crash later, but that’s a problem for future me."

"Define spectacular."

"Ever seen someone fall asleep mid-sentence and not wake up for sixteen hours?"

Chaddick stopped mid stride and stared at her. "That's going to be inconvenient if we're fighting cultists."

Tiriel just shrugged. “I guess we’d better finish fighting before the potions wear off, then. Don’t worry, I have enough to get me through the rest of the day.”

Chaddick and Goldie met each other’s gazes behind the elf’s back. Goldie grinned a little evilly.

He’d never actually seen anyone suffer the consequences of potion sickness before. Magical enhancements were expensive to buy and forbidden during training and examinations at the academy. They were allowed a limited number of health and stamina potions when on quest assignments, but bonus points were always awarded to those who didn’t need arcane boosters, so Chaddick always tried not to use his.

He was pretty sure Tiriel was well on her way to learning the hard way why magical assistance was no match for hard work. This was going to be interesting…

They reached the stream as the sun started its descent. The water ran clear and fast over smooth stones, about knee-deep at the crossing point. Ancient willows drooped their branches into the current, creating ripples that danced on the water's surface. The air here felt cooler, carrying the smell of wet earth and green growing things. A welcome relief after hours of dusty trail.

Chaddick splashed through first, without removing his boots.

In his third year at the academy, he’d taken an elective course called Environmental Hazards: From Quicksand to Quagmire, in which he’d narrowly beaten Artemus Pendragon in the practical exam—which had involved battling water sprites in a cursed bog—and been awarded, not just with the top mark in the class, but with a pair of magically enchanted adventure boots. The dubiously named Boots of the Unsquelchable Step automatically dried his feet the instant he stepped out of the water, so he never had to take them off.

The win had been particularly gratifying because, unlike Artemus, who could afford all the enchanted gear he wanted, Chaddick actually needed the boots. Other than the Blade of Prophecy—an uninspired name, now that Chaddick thought about it—the boots were the only enchanted gear that he owned, and it gave him a little thrill every time he got to use them.

Of course, that was partly because, every time he got to use them he remembered the sour, twisted look on Artemus’s face when he was awarded second place. Not to mention the fact that it had happened because a water sprite had managed to shoot bubbles up his nose, and the ensuing sneezing fit had caused him to fall backside first into a particularly pungent bog hole.

Chaddick grinned to himself at the memory as the cold water shocked life back into his aching feet. He paused for a moment, enjoying the sensation. Minnows darted away from his boots, silver flashes in the afternoon light. The current tugged at his legs, stronger than it looked. He turned to help the others across.

Tiriel took his hand. Her fingers were trembling slightly—probably the speed potion. Or maybe exhaustion finally catching up despite the alchemical assistance. She hiked up her robes with her free hand and stepped into the water.

"Cold! Cold! Sweet Armathia's grace, that's cold!" She tried to hurry, but the current caught her off-balance.

Chaddick pulled her forward. She made it three steps before her foot found a slick rock. Her free arm windmilled wildly. He yanked her against him before she could fall. They stood chest to chest for a moment, her hands clutching his shoulders, both of them breathing hard. She smelled like mint and some kind of citrusy herb—probably whatever was in those potions.

"Thanks," she breathed, giving a little shiver. From cold or from pleasure, it was difficult to tell.

"No problem." He set her on the bank.

She took one step and stumbled. Her boot came off, stuck in the mud at the water's edge.

"Shit." She hopped on one foot, trying to shove it back on.

Chaddick blinked. Something was off about her foot. She saw him looking and he darted his gaze away, not wanting her to think he was staring at her.

“Shit. Shit!” She made a pained grunting sound as she tried to get her foot back inside. The boot seemed too small. She jammed it on anyway, face twisting. “Double shit!”

"I think that’s a triple shit, at least," Goldie said, her lips twisting in a wry grin. “New boots?”

"Something like that." Tiriel straightened. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment. She ran her hands over her dress and cloak, brisk and efficient, and took a steadying breath. "Let's keep moving."

She stomped off down the trail. Thanks to the speed potions, her hurried steps made it look like she was scurrying along in fast-forward. Chaddick and Goldie had to jog to keep up. Goldie cast him a questioning look, her gaze darting to the elf’s boots and back again, silently. Chaddick could only shrug. Tiriel was definitely sensitive about her feet, but he hadn’t been able to tell what was wrong with them. Eventually, he supposed he’d have to ask. But if it wasn’t getting in the way of her adventuring, he wasn’t going to bring it up now, when they had serious issues to contend with.

They continued this way for a while, setting an impressive pace. The journey that had taken them most of a day on the way to the caves, with Tiriel stopping to check every flower and mushroom she spotted, was going much more swiftly on the way back.

Still, it was difficult even for professional adventurers to run non-stop all day. Chaddick’s ribs were aching from where the Cockatrice had hit him during the battle.

They stopped to rest on a fallen log when the sun was low on the horizon. The light painted everything in shades of glimmering gold, reminding Chaddick of the ten thousand gold pieces he’d been expecting to earn on this quest. And his disappointment at receiving the first five thousand up front in the form of a promissory note. Yes, it had been guaranteed with the Lumistraw family seal, and the irritable clerk at Sanctum Mercatoria had seemed to think it was real enough. But that didn’t change the fact that Chaddick still didn’t have any gold to show for his troubles.

He’d always known there were different rules for those who had wealth and power, but he hadn’t realized that they worked in completely different systems. Perhaps he should have paid more attention at the Academy, but there was a clear difference between understanding something well enough to pass an exam and actually understanding how that was going to impact one’s life in the real world.

The Sanctum Mercatoria was just one example of things he had known without fully understanding.

These guild-temples were originally associated with the Merchants guild, but they could be used by anyone who had the ability to pay for the services. In theory.

Chaddick had never had enough gold to rub two pieces together, let alone pay the one thousand gold fee to start an account at the sanctum. He hadn’t even known what to do with the promissory note when Tiriel had given it to them. So he hadn’t really considered how scornful the Sanctum clerks would be of a commoner attempting to use their services.

It was probably much more normal for heroes to deal with the Merchant’s Guild for their money handling needs. They catered to smaller transactions. But they also had shakier guarantees and lots of sneaky ways to weasel money out of hard-working mercenaries for the privilege of using their service. The fees for the Merchant’s Guild were smaller, but now that he thought about it, they were a higher percentage of transaction value. It would be easy to end up paying the Merchant’s Guild a lot more money over time than he’d paid Sanctum Mercatoria to open his account.

This was just one of many ways the system seemed geared to keep people in their places, to avoid unnecessary disturbances to the social structure.

If it hadn’t been for Goldie and Tiriel, that’s the way he’d have had to do things, and he’d have been set up from the start to be stuck as a commoner—Chosen One or not—Tiriel with her unexpectedly generous quest payment and her aristocratic methods, and Goldie for knowing how to handle them. He was fortunate to have a side-kick that came from a family with large service payments, and she’d known what to do.

The process had been strange. Sanctum Mercatoria was even stranger.

The disciples of Sanctum Mercatoria all took a vow of poverty, eschewing wealth and money in all forms. They lived inside the sanctum, alongside the vaults, and survived only on what was donated to them in charity. In exchange for their sacrifice, they were considered to be blessed by Velor, the god of prosperity and luck. The accounts—which could be accessed at any sanctum in Armathia—were managed through rituals conducted by the Priests of Velor, of which there was one major and five minor at each major city.

He’d known all that.

But seeing it in action had been enlightening on several levels.

Chaddick counted his blessings that the Headmaster had elected to assign him a top tier sidekick. But now he was having second thoughts about taking Tiriel’s money. It wasn’t really right if he was asking her to join their party, was it?

He’d never had a problem with accepting small gifts, drinks, or meals from wealthy female admirers over the years. But it didn’t feel right to take money—especially ten thousand gold pieces—from a woman he planned to relieve of her virginity at the first opportune moment.

He’d have to think on that…

As he pondered, the golden light of the setting sun took on a mystical hue. Mist from the quickly cooling forest floor made the entire clearly look enchanted. It would have been pretty if Chaddick wasn’t so exhausted. His ribs ached worse than he realized, now that he’d stopped moving and could pay attention to it.

He winced.

Tiriel shimmied up beside him on the log and opened her bag. "Let me check your ribs. I’ve got more than potions in here, you know."

She pulled out a healing salve as he lifted his shirt. The bruising had spread—purple and green abstract art across his entire left side.

"You’re almost as colorful as that sunset,” Goldie said. “Though I’m not sure I’ve ever seen that shade of green in the sky. It looks pretty bad, sir.”

"Feels worse. But nothing I can’t handle."

Tiriel's fingers were gentle as she applied the salve. The mint smell filled the air. Her hands shook slightly from the potions, making her touch feather-light and ticklish.

"Stop squirming," she said.

"Stop vibrating. It tickles."

"I'm not vibrating. I'm metabolizing energy-enhancement compounds in a highly efficient manner."

Goldie snorted. "Highly is right. You're high as a kite."

"I am not!” Tiriel protested. “I’m… actually, now I’m imagining being a kite. Wouldn’t that be wonderful, soaring up above the clouds?”

She got a dreamy look in her eyes as she continued to rub her hands over Chaddick’s chest and abs. Goldie raised an eyebrow at him.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he grinned. “I’m not going to stop her.”

“What?” Tiriel came back to them with a start. Then she giggled. "Okay, maybe I’m a little high. But I’m not even remotely tired, so that’s got to count for something."

“So long as you don’t keel over with your head in the clouds,” Goldie said, her tail giving a warning twitch. “Come on, if you’re done fondling the Chosen One, we should get going.”

As they got to their feet and prepared to start jogging again, there was a crunch from the darkening forest. Chaddick turned, wincing again, to peer suspiciously into the trees on either side of the path.

"Will you stop that?" Tiriel said. "You're making me paranoid."

“Speed enhancers will do that,” Goldie said. “It’s one of the reasons adventurers use them sparingly.”

Chaddick shook his head, holding up a hand for them to be quiet. "I think something's following us."

Goldie sniffed the air, her ears perked. “I still can’t sense anything. But I heard it too.”

"Probably a deer,” Tiriel said. “Or a rabbit.”

“Maybe it’s a very persistent squirrel seeking revenge for that one you scared yesterday," Goldie suggested, almost absently, as she peered into the trees.

"I didn't scare any squirrels,” the elf insisted.

"You absolutely did. Back when you were pretending to be interested in researching rather than Chaddicks—oh!"

Tiriel had stopped so suddenly Goldie nearly walked into her.

"What?" Goldie asked with alarm.

"The squirrel. It had the most unusual tail… That just reminded me of something. Turkey feathers!”

They both stared at her, clearly not following.

She stared back in disbelief, as if they were both completely dense. “Don’t you remember? The squirrel’s tail was strangely colored, blue at the tip, and it fanned out behind him like a turkey tail. I hypothesized at the time that this was a mutation caused by the consumption of Luminara Arboris, which would be—"

“Tiriel, for the sake of all the Gods and their beloved pets,” Goldie growled, “get to the point.”

“We need a turkey feather.” Tiriel put her hands on her hips, waiting for them to catch up. When they continued to stare blankly at her, she rolled her eyes. “For the substitution. We can't give Mordain the real Cockatrice feather. But I can make an illusion. Turkey feathers are particularly excellent reagents for illusion magic, and if we’re just trying to make it look like another type of feather, I’m sure I can make an illusion powerful enough that Mordain won’t see through it.” She was practically bouncing now, her bright green eyes darting excitedly from side to side. The words burbled out of her faster and faster, like her tongue was also affected by the speed enhancing potions she’d consumed. "And not only that, turkey feathers carry Armathia's aether. They’re powerful sources of renewal and light magic which might actually help to neutralize his void ritual if he doesn’t notice the switch! It’s so obvious.”

They both stared at her, in stunned silence.

“How the hell were we supposed to figure that out?” Goldie practically shouted, her cheeks pink with frustration. “We’re adventurers, not mages!”

“Oh, right.” Tiriel deflated slightly. “Too bad I don’t have any potions to enhance your understanding of the arcane arts. Unfortunately, being a mage is much more sophisticated that being an adventurer, and it’s not so easy to cheat the system.”

Goldie growled again, looking like she wanted to pounce on the elf and pummel her into the pine needles. Chaddick quickly interrupted. "It’s a great idea, Tiriel. But where are we going to get a turkey at this hour? We’re still an hour from Port Viridia, and it’s already getting dark."

The wind shifted and a distant bell tolled. Even from miles away, the distinctive stench of the Flesh Shambles on the outer edge of town reached them, where butchers, tanners, and the like kept and slaughtered their animals before taking their products to market. The Shambles lay along the lower docks, where the river turned sluggish and brown. Pens crowded the lanes, and the air stank of blood, brine, and tallow.

Chaddick grimaced. “Never mind. I think I just answered my own question.”

“Poulter’s Cross in the Shambles is our best bet,” Goldie said. “If we run, we might be able to make it before the poulterers close up shop.”

They picked up the pace. The mysterious echoing footsteps followed them out of the forest as they moved toward Port Viridia’s city gates, but Chaddick decided to ignore them. Whoever or whatever it was would either get scared off as they entered the city, or they’d be forced to show themselves. He’d deal with the matter then.


Chapter 14
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The sun had dropped behind the western sea by the time they made it to the gates, leaving the city steeped in a bruised kind of twilight. Smoke clung low over the rooftops as they passed through the entrance—the guards had recognized Chaddick as the Chosen One and not given them any hassle about entering after dark.

Port Veridia’s lamps had begun to bloom here and there, flickers of gold and violet where oil met magic in the hands of the city’s lamplighters.

By the time Chaddick, Goldie, and Tiriel reached the Flesh Shambles, the last of the day’s trade had soured into the stink of blood and brine. The cobbles were slick underfoot. Gutters ran dark with runoff that might have been water if one were feeling optimistic, but the stench in the air interfered a bit with Chaddick’s rose-tinted imagination.

“Lovely,” Tiriel muttered, lifting her robe to avoid a dubious puddle. “I don’t suppose that will wash out easily.”

“Where are we?” Chaddick tried not to breathe too deeply.

“This is Beef Row,” Goldie said. “Poulter’s Cross should be through there—” She pointed down a narrow lane, where the breeze held less of the tang of iron and more the reek of feathers and rot.

“Well?” Tiriel leaned forward hesitantly and peered into the darkened alley. “Are we going, or not?”

“After you,” Goldie said, gesturing the elf forward. “This is your idea.”

Tiriel grimaced. But she steeled herself and strode ahead. Chaddick wasn’t certain but he thought she muttered something under her breath about the smell reminding her of Goldie’s Sidekick Stew.

The lane tightened around them, the buildings huddled close, their upper floors leaning in like gossiping old women. Even the air closed in, adding to Chaddick’s sense of claustrophobia. He used to feel at home on the streets. Because they had been his home. And he’d been no stranger to begging in places like the Flesh Shambles for a scrap of food to ease his aching belly. But after years putting that life behind him as he’d bettered himself at Ye Olde Hero Academy, now the streets held a sense of deep unease.

Here, Chaddick Questwell felt more like an imposter than anywhere else, because a part of him felt like this was where he belonged. He’d managed to escape by some celestial oversight, and he was tempting Fate by returning. Give him a goblin-infested cavern any day of the week over this…

His hand went to the Blade of Prophecy at his side in an attempt to assuage those feelings.

I don’t belong here anymore, he told himself. I earned my place as a hero. I earned this sword. Even if I needed a fake name and a cheesy grin to do it.

Windows flickered with low lamps, like the eyes of animals glinting in the dark. Beneath the eaves hung cages that rustled and clucked. A hundred uneasy eyes glittered through the bars—geese, ducks, and fowl of every kind, the living stock of tomorrow’s dinner tables.

The closer they came to Poulter’s Cross, the worse the smell became. Wet feathers. Spoiled grain. Ammonia so strong it bit the tongue. The smoke from low braziers mixed with the scent of singed down and made Chaddick want to gag. Each step carried the faint crunch of discarded bones beneath their boots.

At the heart of the Cross, they found what they were looking for. The pen was stuffed with turkeys. The broad birds had drooping wattles and dull feathers. They huddled together in the straw, heads hanging, eyes milky and wet. The air around them was thick and feverish.

An old poulterer crouched beside the pen, his lantern hooked on a nail above him. The flame guttered in the greasy wind, throwing light across the yard’s filth—spilled feed gone sour, half-buried feathers, and puddles of something that might once have been water.

“Gods,” Tiriel whispered, pressing a hand to her nose. “They’re diseased.”

The man looked up. One eye clouded white, the other sharp as a knife point. “Ain’t diseased,” he rasped. “Just tired. Bad grain, that’s all.”

The nearest turkey hacked, an awful, wet noise, and shuddered until its wings trembled.

Chaddick frowned. “Bad grain, huh?”

Goldie’s tail went stiff, her hand resting on her sword. “Let’s just find what we need and leave.”

“There’s time yet,” Tiriel said. “The ritual won’t begin until midnight.”

“Still,” Chaddick said. “I’d rather wait somewhere a little less pungent, wouldn’t you?”

“I s-s-suppose you’re right.” Tiriel was starting to shiver from all the excess potions she’d drank during the day. Chaddick hoped she’d make it until midnight. “Let me just s-see…”

Lanterns burned along the yard’s fence where Tiriel entered the pen, their oil mixed with something phosphorescent that gave the light a sickly green cast. Shadows swayed like ghosts between the stacked cages. Somewhere nearby, a brazier hissed and spat, and the smell of burnt feathers rolled across the Cross.

Tiriel’s eyes shone in the eerie light, her expression distant as she searched for the right bird. Chaddick could see the moment she spotted what she was looking for as her slender shoulders stiffened in anticipation.

“You buyin’?” The poulterer asked, scratching the back of his head with a scabby knuckle. His eyes were as watery as the birds’ were. “If not, I got business to attend to inside the shop.”

Chaddick suspected the business he had in mind involved a bottle of cheap liquor, but he wasn’t about to argue with the man. “Just looking for now, thanks.”

“Ring the bell if you need me.” The man started stumbling up the stairs and pointed at the bell hook next to the door. There was no bell in sight. It had probably been a while since the man had any customers. Maybe he’d even hocked the bell for a bottle of whatever was singing its siren song in his ear right now. By the looks of him, he didn’t care. What little he made, he was drinking away, waiting for death to claim him from his lot.

The frightening thing was, Chaddick had once looked up to men like him—the ones who had some means of earning coin, who had a shop or a business. He hadn’t realized how sad they were. He shuddered to think just how much worse his life might have been had he not stumbled into being Ye Old Hero Academy’s mascot.

One of the turkeys let out a sad warble as Tiriel approached the cage. The ground was covered in liquid droppings.

"Watch your step,” Chaddick observed. “That bird has the runs."

"Severely," Tiriel agreed, turning back to him. "Some sort of intestinal disease. Fascinating."

"How is that fascinating?"

"Well…” She looked a bit cagey, not meeting Chaddick’s eyes. “Disease and void magic interact unpredictably. If my illusion works, and the feather is used in the ritual, the magical amplification could cause interesting side effects. I’m just curious how it will all play out, that’s all…"

“Do we need to be worried about another explosion?” Chaddick asked.

“No!” Tiriel gave him an offended look, before her gaze turned thoughtful. “Well, maybe. With my luck—”

“We’ll try to be far away before the shit hits the fan then,” he grinned.

“I hope that’s a figure of speech,” Goldie grumbled.

Tiriel turned to Goldie. "Can you pick the lock? Sidekicks do that sort of thing, don’t they?”

“Technically, we are only supposed to use our lockpicking skills in enemy territory,” Goldie said. “But I suppose…”

Goldie pulled out a professional set of lockpicks that probably cost more than the average adventurer’s weapons. Of course, she probably called it a Locksmith’s Kit rather than lockpicks or thieves’ tools, being the honorable Guardlight that she was. Chaddick grinned. This was another bonus to being assigned a top tier sidekick—beyond the fact that she looked adorable with her tongue poked out slightly as she concentrated. He’d never had a quality set of thieves’ tools, generally relying on the “smash first, ask questions later” approach to opening uncooperative doors. Goldie cursed as the first pick slipped.

"Damn. It's covered in..." She sniffed and immediately regretted it. "Oh gods, that's foul."

"Foul? Or fowl?" Tiriel asked, tittering in a slightly manic tone that made Chaddick a little worried. “Oh, I do love a good pun…”

"Both. Definitely both." Goldie wiped the picks on her cloak and tried again. The tumblers clicked one by one. Her tail wagged slightly with each small success. "Almost... there... got it!"

The lock clicked open.

"Now,” Tiriel turned to Chaddick and pointed at the turkey. “Grab it."

He wrinkled his nose. "Why do I have to grab it?"

"You're the Chosen One."

"That doesn't mean I'm the designated bird-grabber!"

"It literally does. It's in the Prophecy. 'And the Chosen One shall grab many birds.'"

"That's not in the Prophecy."

"What do you know, you aren’t even allowed to read your own Prophecy, are you?”

"...No."

"Then I guess you’ll just have to trust me, won’t you? Also, I really don’t want to get this cloak dirty. It cost a fortune."

“Listen to the princess,” Goldie said with a smirk. “You sure you’re cut out for adventuring? Or are your pampered elf sensibilities too delicate for what needs to be done.”

“I am not pampered, delicate, or a princess!” Tiriel stamped her foot. “I just… don’t like birds. They freak me out.”

Goldie snorted. “Birds? Really? Cats I can understand, but birds?”

“Especially big, ugly birds,” the elf shivered, “that are… oozing with disesase.”

“This was your idea,” Goldie reminded her.

“And I stand by it! It needs to be done. I just would really prefer not to be the one to do it.”

Chaddick grumbled under his breath and reached into the cage. The turkey, despite being sick, had opinions about being grabbed. Strong opinions. Violently expressed opinions.

Wings battered his face. Talons raked his arms. And then—

Liquid warmth splattered across his boots.

"Oh come ON!" He pinned the bird against the cage floor, his eyes squeezed shut against the onslaught of feathers, claws, and slimy detritus. "This is disgusting!"

"Hold it still!" Tiriel grimaced, standing as far back as she could and reaching toward the bird with her face scrunched up in fear and disgust, and plucked a large tail feather. "Got it!"

He released the turkey. It gave him one more spiteful peck before retreating to the corner of its cage.

"I hate birds," he muttered, looking at his boots.

“See, I told you,” Tiriel said, clearly feeling vindicated by Chaddick’s agreement. “They’re gross and scary. It’s a totally reasonable way to feel.”

"The mighty Chosen One," Goldie said with a grin. "Defeated by poultry."

"Shut up."

"Covered in turkey shit."

"I thought sidekicks were supposed to be supportive."

"Your legend will echo through the ages, sir."

"That’s it…” Chaddick growled. “I'm pushing you in the harbor."

Both Tiriel and Goldie were giggling like madwomen, now. The turkey gave a belated, squawk of injury, loud enough that—from inside the ratty old building—the poulter took notice. There was a loud thump against the thin walls that rattled the tiles on the roof. “What’s goin’ on out there?”

There was another thump, this one louder, followed by some colorful cursing.

It sounded like the old merchant had drunk more than he’d realized. Chaddick didn’t think he’d be getting up to chase them any time soon.

Still they hurried away from the Flesh Shambles as quickly as they could, eager to put the sights and smells as far behind them as they could.
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Inside the city proper, they found a shadowed alcove. It was empty except for a pile of rotten-looking rags. Chaddick couldn’t decide if it might be a large rat nest or a particularly filthy beggar. Either way, it wasn’t moving. He deemed it temporarily safe.

Tiriel held up the sad, droopy turkey feather with an air of triumph. Her fingers glowed with blue energy as she crafted the illusion. As she whispered words in the old tongue, the melodic syllables that seemed to hang in the air like tangible things. The sickly turkey feather rose from her palm, floating between her hands.

The blue energy wrapped around the feather like living thread. Where it touched, the dull brown began to shimmer. Colors rippled across the surface—deep emerald, midnight blue, hints of purple and gold. The drooping barbs straightened and gleamed. The pathetic plume transformed inch by inch into something magnificent.

Tiriel's brow furrowed in concentration. Beads of sweat appeared on her forehead despite the cool evening.

The feather pulsed once, twice. When she finished, it looked exactly like the Cockatrice plume.

"Perfect!" She tucked the real one away and put the fake in the specimen jar. "Now we need to get to the Guild…”

"And I need new boots," Chaddick muttered. “The Unsquelchable Step enchantment apparently doesn’t work on turkey droppings.”

"Oh, I can f-f-fix that,” Tiriel said, rummaging in her bag once more with trembling fingers. She wavered on her feet for a moment, like she was dizzy, and leaned against the wall for support. She suddenly looked like she wanted to throw up.

“Not with more potions, I hope.” Goldie watched the elf with growing concern. “I think you’ve hit your limit.”

“No, with th-th-this!” Tiriel produced a diminutive and unassuming looking wand from the bag.

“What’s with the wand?” Goldie asked.

“It’s a spell focus,” Tiriel said primly. “Some spells require them. Technically you can use anything you like, but I’ve always been a bit of a classicist at heart.”

She wobbled as she held it aloft, her eyes going slightly glassy. “Um… how does it go now?”

Chaddick tensed. “Wait—hold on—maybe we just live with the smell a while longer—”

But the elf was already muttering syllables that sounded like someone gargling marbles. Sparks fizzed from the wand’s tip. A few singed feathers—souvenirs from Poulter’s Cross—lifted into the air and spun lazily before bursting into tiny green flames.

“Tiriel,” Goldie said carefully, her hand inching toward their companion in a pleading gesture, “perhaps you should rest before performing… arcane hygiene.”

“I’m fine!” Tiriel insisted, her voice climbing several octaves. “T-totally fine! Just need to—uh—something about purity of essence, or was it essence of poultry?”

The wand twitched. A bubble of bluish energy coughed out of the tip and burst against the ground, releasing a smell halfway between lavender soap and cooked goose.

There was a gagging sound from the mouth of the alley where an unfortunate passerby got a lungful of Tiriel’s spell.

Chaddick took a step back, waving a hand in front of his face. “That’s worse. That’s definitely worse.”

Tiriel frowned, blinking rapidly. “No, no, that was just the primer. I think I’ve got it now.” She took a breath, focused on the wand, and very slowly enunciated, “Purgo foetoris.”

The wand gave a feeble squeak, then exploded in a puff of glittering light.

When the haze cleared, everything—Chaddick, Goldie, the cobblestones, even the questionable pile of rags—was faintly shimmering and smelled aggressively of lemons. Not fresh lemons, either. The artificial kind that came from cleaning charms and cheap tavern soap.

Chaddick blinked through the sparkle, which was now settling in his hair, and sneezed.

“Well,” he said at last, rubbing his nose, “at least we don’t smell like dead poultry anymore.”

Goldie sniffed, then sneezed. “We smell like we’ve been mugged by a fruit merchant.”

Tiriel swayed on her feet, grinning dopily. “See? Perfect! I’m just going to have a little… n-nap…”

Then she crumpled sideways into Chaddick’s arms.

“Damn it!” Goldie cursed, kicking the wall in frustration. “We warned her!”

“Oof,” Chaddick said, adjusting his grip as her head lolled against his chest. “I thought elves were supposed to be light.”

“Not when they have knockers like that,” Goldie grumbled.

Tiriel snorted indignantly in her sleep.

“Fair warning,” Chaddick said, suppressing a laugh, “I think my arms are going to fall off in about ten minutes.”

“Some hero you are. What happened to all that strength training? Are those big, bulging muscles just for show? Don’t you dare drop her. We need her alive. Preferably conscious.”

“I’m not planning to drop her, I just like seeing you all riled up.” Chaddick grinned. “It’s the only time you stop calling me sir. But we need to do something, she’s leaking glitter and snoring like a troll in heat.”

Goldie ran a hand through her hair, tail flicking with agitation. “We don’t have time for this. The ritual starts at midnight. If we miss it—”

“—then the cultists win, the world ends, or something equally inconvenient,” Chaddick summarized. “Yes, I remember.”

She knelt and yanked Tiriel’s satchel open. “Fine. Maybe there’s something in here that’ll wake her up.”

“Careful,” Chaddick warned. “She’s got some… volatile hobbies.”

That proved to be an understatement. Goldie pulled out one glass jar after another, each containing something stranger than the last: a clump of glowing moss; a lump of what looked disturbingly like petrified flesh; a live beetle wearing what might have been a tiny silver collar.

“Why does she keep this stuff?” Goldie muttered, holding one jar at arm’s length as it started humming. “And how does she carry it all? Do you think this bag is enchanted?”

“She’s a researcher,” Chaddick said. “Apparently that means hoarding weird forest garbage. And if she has an enchanted bag, then I’m revoking my offer to allow her to join the party. It’s no longer optional. Do you know how much those things are worth?”

“Chaddick!” Goldie barked in alarm, her ears flattening in alarm. Then she caught herself. “Sir. You can’t force someone to join an adventuring party. It’s unethical.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I won’t force her. I’ll just deploy my secret weapon, and she won’t be able to resist.”

Goldie’s hand paused inside the bag and she glared at him suspiciously. “Secret weapon?”

“I’ve been working on a little spell work of my own,” Chaddick said, shifting the elf in his arms to avoid the numbing sensation that was spreading upward from his hands. “I call it ‘The Cunning Linguist.’”

“The cunning…” Goldie trailed off, then blushed so bright she practically lit up the dark alley with her glow. “Ugh, you are the most unprofessional hero I’ve ever encountered. Just be quiet, and keep her upright. I’ll sort this out…”

Next out of the bag came a bundle of notebooks tied with ribbon. Goldie flipped one open, expecting diagrams. Instead she found dense pages of loopy handwriting surrounded by doodled hearts. Her brow furrowed. She cleared her throat.

“‘Observation: Subject Chaddick Questwell demonstrates exceptional musculature, particularly in forearms and pectoral region. Hypothesis: Heroic conditioning produces… divine symmetry?’”

Chaddick blinked. “That’s… very scientific of her.”

Goldie turned the page. “‘Secondary observation: His smile seems to generate an involuntary flutter response in the abdominal region. More study required.’”

“Okay,” he said quickly, “maybe skip the peer review. Not that I mind, but now’s probably not the time.”

Goldie’s eyes widened at something else she read. She snapped the journal shut, cheeks reddening further. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t read that.”

“What? I changed my mind. What does it say?”

“You can ask her all about it when she wakes up.” She dug deeper and found a small cluster of vials and bottles, some labeled, most not. “This looks promising. Smelling salts?”

“Or liquid death,” Chaddick said. “Fifty-fifty.”

Before Goldie could decide, Tiriel jerked upright with a startled snort. Her eyes snapped open, pupils dilated.

“Whuh—who touched my research?” She blinked, saw the vials at Goldie’s feet, and let out a delighted gasp. “Oh! Perfect! I was just thinking I could use another pick-me-up!”

“Don’t you dare—” Goldie began, but it was too late.

Tiriel snatched a vial of luminous blue liquid, uncorked it with her teeth, and downed it in one heroic gulp. A heartbeat later, the potion hit.

Her hair crackled with static. The glitter still clinging to her skin pulsed brighter, flaring like tiny stars. Then she shook with a full-body, ears-to-toes shudder like a cat that had fallen in a rain barrel, sending lemon-scented sparkles flying in every direction.

“Ahhh,” she sighed, eyes wide and wild again. “That’s better! I’m going to regret that in the morning, but for now—” She clapped her hands, producing a faint thunderclap of excess magic. “It’s time to save the world!”

Chaddick brushed lemon dust off his shoulder and muttered, “And maybe the world can return the favor and save us from her.”


Chapter 15
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They emerged from the alcove into the evening bustle of the merchant quarter. Shopkeepers were closing their doors and pulling down heavy wooden shutters. A few late customers hurried past with wrapped packages. The smell of fresh bread from a nearby bakery almost masked the lingering turkey stench in Chaddick’s nostrils. Almost.

He wasn’t sure if he could actually still smell it, or if he was just traumatized.

The Mage's Guild dominated the skyline ahead—five towers of white stone that seemed to glow in light of the rising moons. Windows flickered with multicolored lights from whatever experiments the mages conducted inside. They'd made good time despite everything. With any luck, preparations for the ritual hadn’t yet begun.

"Hold on," Tiriel said. She pulled out a handkerchief and gave the specimen jar with the counterfeit Cockatrice feather a quick polish. “Can't present this to Mordain looking like it came from a barnyard."

"Even though it literally did," Goldie pointed out.

"Especially because it literally did."

They turned onto the main boulevard. There were fewer people here—most citizens gave the Mage's Guild a wide berth after dark. Too many stories about experiments gone wrong, and now that he knew Tiriel a little better, Chaddick wasn’t sure he could blame them. Not to mention the fact that the Guild Master was an undercover Void Cultist.

As they approached the Guild's entrance plaza, a figure stepped from the shadows between two buildings.

Chaddick's hand went to his sword.

Then he relaxed. Then, internally, he groaned.

Not now…

Artemus Pendragon stood there, sweating and muddy. Twigs stuck out of his usually perfect hair. His Academy uniform was torn in three places from running through the forest. His spectacles sat crooked on his nose, held together with what looked like tree sap.

"That’s one mystery solved,” Chaddick said. "It wasn’t a squirrel following us after all."

“I told you it wasn’t,” Tiriel snipped primly. “Squirrels love me.”

"You thought I was a rodent?" Artemus's voice cracked with indignation.

"A very persistent and very annoying one at that."

"How dare you! I am ensuring the Chosen One does his duty!"

Chaddick wrinkled his brow. "By… following me on a side-quest? I know you silver-spoon babies have a knack for picking up work that pays better than it should, but that doesn’t mean you’re entitled to every over-large reward in Port Viridia. Generous though Miss Lumistrae’s offer was, I’m not sharing"

"I do not care a whit for the gold, you philandering philistine!” Artemus’s face flushed red with anger, which made Chaddick grin wider than he should.

“Philandering philistine,” he said. “I like that.”

Goldie growled. “Accurate.”

“The alliteration was a nice touch,” Tiriel said.

“I didn’t think you’d taken the Bardic Poetry for Heroes Who Have To Write Their Own Stories elective,” Chaddick continued, enjoying the growing outrage of his nemesis more than he wanted to let on. “I thought the Pendragon’s must have an entire coterie of poets and rhymesters to add a little razzle dazzle to their heroic qualifications, no?”

“What!?” Artemus shouted. “No!”

“Why were you following us?” Tiriel asked. “I rejected your application for the quest, remember? Seems a little weird for you to just… tag along.”

Artemus pushed his glasses up his nose and whirled on the elf. “I was observing the continued dereliction of responsibility from our supposed Chosen One! Aided and abetted by you, a disgraced mage. I should hardly be surprised.”

“Watch it,” Chaddick interrupted, his grin slipping. “You don’t have to get nasty toward her just because you’re mad at me. Doesn’t your family have a chivalric code, or did that go out the window when Great-great-great-grandma Guinevere ended up being a hussy?”

Artemus let out a series of enraged noises that sounded like a cross between an over boiling cauldron and a backfiring broomstick. He was apoplectic. And he looked like he might faint.

“It has been three days since you were chosen! Three days! And what have you done?”

Chaddick opened his mouth to respond but the bespeckled second-place hero cut him off.

“I’ll tell you what you were doing…” For a moment, his eyes darted to the side in a panicked expression, before he settled on his line of attack. “I saw you in that grotto. All three of you. Together. Doing... things!"

The words hung in the air like the filthiest of secrets. At least, that’s how it seemed Artemus felt it should be interpreted. His eyes, behind the crooked glasses, were wide with indignation. His lips were tightened into a thin, trembling line. He said it again, for extra effect. “Things…”

“Ew.” Tiriel stepped forward. "You watched us?"

"I was ensuring—"

"You spied on us? When I was naked? What a pervert.”

"I am not a pervert! I am concerned about the fate of the world!"

"The fate of the world required you to hide in the shadows and watch three adults express affection for each other?"

Artemus's face went from red to purple. "It was disgusting! Debauchery!”

“I’m glad I never hired you,” Tiriel added, crossing her arms protectively in front of her ample chest. “And I’ve half a mind to file a complaint with the Pendragon Estate for unmanly conduct. What I don’t understand is how you managed to sneak up on us without Goldie sensing your presence.”

Her eyes blazed as she cast the same spell she’d used when appraising Chaddick’s blade, Detect Magic. Artemus looked nervous as he realized what she was doing. Then Tiriel stepped forward and pulled a fine chain from around his neck. He winced as it snapped.

Goldie’s eyes widened. “Oh, now I can smell him.”

“What is that?” Chaddick asked.

“This chain has been enchanted to protect the wearer from the heightened senses of beastkin races,” Tiriel explained. “Usually it’s only rogues and thieves who need items like this, as they don’t work on monsters.”

“Or spies,” Goldie said, her voice dripping with scorn. She put a hand up to her nose. “I think I prefer when he was wearing it, actually.”

“This isn’t about me!” he sputtered. “It’s about him, and his corruption. Even the illustrious Guardlight name has been tainted by his influence. The Chosen One should be pure!"

Goldie growled again. This time she bared her teeth. “You get my family’s name out of your mouth, or I’ll put my fist in it.”

"Pure?" Chaddick laughed. "Have you met literally any Chosen One from history? They're a bunch of horny—"

"ENOUGH!" Artemus pulled himself up to his full height, which admittedly wasn't very impressive. "You're avoiding your destiny for mercenary work and carnality! And you will be reported!"

"Actually, we're saving the city." Chaddick pulled out the journal. "Guild Master Mordain is a cultist. We’re off to disrupt his mind control ritual. End of the world stuff. If you want to help, you could summon the—"

“Lies!” Artemus laughed bitterly. "Of course. These are outrageous lies to justify your behavior."

"It's not—"

Tiriel's hands moved. She whispered a quick spell.

Down the street, a woman screamed. "My purse! Help! Thief!"

A hooded figure sprinted past with a bag clutched underneath his arm.

Artemus's head whipped around. "Crime in progress! Your comeuppance will have to wait, ‘Chosen One.’ If you won’t rise to the occasion, it remains for me to uphold the heroic code.”

He charged after the illusion, helpless against the magnetic pull of his rigid adherence to the rules.

Goldie stuck her foot out.

Artemus went down hard. His spectacles flew off and skittered across the cobblestones.

"Oops," Goldie said cheerfully. "So clumsy of me."

"My glasses!" Artemus patted the ground blindly. "Where are my glasses?"

Chaddick grabbed both women and pulled them into a sidestreet. They ran, laughing, while Artemus's curses echoed behind them.

"Did you have to trip him?" Tiriel asked, still giggling. “Are Paladins allowed to do that sort of thing?”

"Yes," Goldie said. "It was necessary. For justice."

"For justice?" Chaddick laughed.

"He insulted the Chosen One. Not to mention you and me.”

“And watched us in the grotto,” Tiriel reminded her.

Goldie growled again. “That's creepy by literally every standard. But justice was served. He’s just lucky I didn’t find his glasses for him and shove them up his backside."

“You’re kind of scary when you’re mad,” Chaddick said, glancing over his shoulder at the Canin woman. “Did you know that?”

“I don’t know,” Tiriel panted, clutching her chest as she ran. “I kind of like it. Also… do adventurers get special bras or something, because my tits are killing me!”
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They emerged behind the Mage's Guild. Tiriel's potions were clearly wearing off—she was starting to flag again. She rummaged in her bag for another potion.

"How much longer before you crash?" Chaddick asked. “I don’t think you should take any more of those.”

"Twenty minutes?” she said with a sigh. “Maybe thirty? I’m out, anyway."

"Then we'd better hurry."

The service door was warded, but Tiriel broke through it quickly with another spell.

"I'll get you inside," she said. "Then I'll go present the feather to Mordain, alone."

“Is that a good idea?”

“He’s expecting me,” she said. “If I come in with a couple of body guards, he’ll be on edge. For the illusion to have the best chance of working, he needs to be relaxed. He’s a much more powerful mage than I am, remember?”

“What do you want us to do?” Goldie asked. She was clearly out of her element, if she was willing to take orders from an elven magic worker.

Tiriel handed Goldie the bag of Widdershrooms. "Find a way into the ritual chamber without being seen. When the ritual starts failing—and it will with that diseased feather—throw these into the cauldron."

“How do you know there will be a cauldron?”

The elf gave the Canin woman a sympathetic look. “Where else would they be brewing enough mind control potion to poison the city’s water supply? Try to keep up.”

Goldie sputtered, choking on a cough of indignation. “Excuse me, you top-heavy little tart—?”

Chaddick snorted a laugh.

“Trust me, sweetie,” Tiriel winked. “There will be a cauldron. And it will be big. I expect Mordain will be using a reciprocal ritual format, which will require them to partake of the brew before the final spell work is complete, binding the cultists as the controllers of the mind control spell.”

“Makes sense,” Chaddick nodded.

Goldie glared at him. “Does it? Does it really? If I recall correctly, you failed Curses, Cures, and Counter-Spells when you transformed Professor Squidditch into a newt, so forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.”

Chaddick blinked at her. “Damn. Were you in that class too?”

“No.” Goldie’s tale wagged with amusement. “But the entire school was talking about it. He still has a tail, you know.”

Tiriel held up a finger. “When we’re done with this, I might just have a solution for him. But first…”

"Save the world," Goldie said. “All right, fine. We’ll do it your way. I don’t have any better ideas. But how do we know if it worked? And how do we avoid getting blown up?”

Tiriel grinned. "Don’t drink the potion. And you’ll know when it kicks in. There will probably be a lot of screaming. And possibly some explosive… aahhh, never mind."

Chaddick felt his eyes bulge. "Explosive what now?"

"Just a hypothesis,” the mage shrugged. “It's going to be spectacular. Disgusting, but spectacular."

“You terrify me.”

“That’s probably for the best.” She squeezed both their hands. "Be careful. And… umm, try to keep a safe distance from the cultists.”

"We will,” Chaddick said.

“Try not to laugh.”

Goldie and Chaddick exchanged a curious look. The Canin’s ears perked up along with her eyebrows.

“The suspense is killing me,” he said. “But no promises when I don’t know what you’ve got planned.”

"I know. But try. For the sake of your branding. Stoic sells."

Tiriel headed around to the front entrance. Chaddick and Goldie watched her go.

“She knows me better than I realized,” Chaddick slipped inside.

“I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or not.” Goldie’s tail drooped. “What kind of explosion do you think she’s expecting?”

“I’m not sure I want to know, given the rest of her warnings. But she is good at explosions.”

“I don’t like mages. Have I ever told you that?”

“No.”

“Consider this my formal complaint. Sir.”

“Don’t ‘sir’ me, Goldie,” Chaddick grinned. “We’re far beyond that. Anything else I should know before I decide who else to add to the party?”

“I don’t like Felin, either.”

“No cat girls, got it.”

“And don’t even get me started on Felin mages…”

“All right, that’s enough. The complaints department is closed. Let’s go crash this party.”

“Yes, sir,” Goldie said.

Chaddick was pretty sure she was just saying it to annoy him, now. The smirk gave her away.

The service corridor was narrow and dim.

Magelight sconces lined the walls, but half were dead, their enchanted crystals depleted. The ones still working cast pale blue shadows that made everything look underwater. The walls were plain stone here—no decorative carvings or tapestries like the public areas would have. Just functional architecture for servants and supplies.

Dust motes danced in the weak light. The air tasted stale, forgotten. This part of the Guild probably saw traffic only during major deliveries. Their footsteps seemed too loud on the worn stone floor.

Below, they could hear chanting beginning. Male voices, at least four, speaking words that made Chaddick's skin crawl even without understanding them. The rhythm was wrong somehow, slow and deep, like it came from somewhere much further down than just a basement.

The sound vibrated through the floor, up through their boots, settling unpleasantly in their bones.

He hoped Tiriel would be all right.

They descended toward the ritual chamber. Time to be heroes.

With turkey feathers and explosive diarrhea.

Legendary.

Not exactly the kind of legendary he’d planned on, upon graduation. But hey, hero work was anything but boring, right? At least it would be memorable.

Not to mention, it would make a fantastic pub song.

At least, it would as long as none of them got hit in the explosion, because that kind of notoriety was impossible to live down.

Chaddick shuddered.

Suddenly, the stakes of this mission were higher than ever.

He wasn’t just trying to save the world, now. He was saving his immortal soul.

Or at least, his immortal reputation.


Chapter 16
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The service corridor stretched ahead, narrow and dim. Goldie led the way, feeling a bit nervous about the task ahead. She was a Guardlight. Her training had been impeccable. Even before she’d begun her official education at Ye Olde Hero Academy she’d been raised as a future sidekick, the importance of her role drilled into her since she was a child.

She knew, for example, to muffle her armor with cloth strips wrapped around the plates when sneaking through an enemy fortress. She just hadn’t expected the enemy fortress to be one of the main pillars of Port Viridia’s government.

Of course, she’d studied every building in the city. And many of the main buildings in other major cities around the kingdom. Anywhere the Chosen One might need to enter—she'd memorized them all during late nights at the Academy library. It was her job to guide him, and to support him.

She hadn’t said as much to Tiriel when the elf had shown them the secret entrance. Until she’d officially joined the party, Goldie wasn’t about to trust her with the depth of her knowledge. But she knew it all. Floor plans. Guard rotations. Secret passages.

Her tail swished nervously. Still. All that preparation, and she'd never imagined she'd be breaking into the Mage's Guild. It seemed wrong.

Then again, everything about this Chosen One was going against the grain, so why should this be any different.

She only hoped the elf had been joking about the gastrointestinal side-effects of her counterspell. Canin had very sensitive noses, and the Flesh Shambles had been bad enough.

The feeling of wrongness grew stronger as they descended. While she’d been beginning to doubt her Canin senses were working when she couldn’t detect the presence of their stalker, she now found herself wishing she really had lost her touch.The void magic—she assumed that was what it was, though she’d never encountered it before—felt like effluent splashing up against her sensitive nose, slick and foul.

Her training screamed warnings with every step down the worn stone stairs. This place was evil. How could it have existed in the midst of Armathia’s largest port city without anyone noticing?

They emerged into a cellar filled with dusty crates and barrels. Forgotten supplies. The perfect place for secret rituals.

“Storage level," she whispered to Chaddick. “But we’re close.”

“Is it just me, or does the air feel disgusting here? It’s like it’s made of bugs.”

Goldie nodded. The hairs at the base of her tail were trembling with unease. “It must be the magic the cultists are using.”

“I’ve never felt void magic before,” Chaddick admitted. She wasn’t sure, but she thought his voice sounded tight. “Shouldn’t they have broached the subject at the Academy if this is the main source of evil in the world? I mean, besides the usual ‘void magic bad’ speeches?”

“Well, it is illegal, sir.” Goldie whispered back. “Upon pain of death and all that. Not sure our instructors were willing to risk their necks for the sake of our education. Not to mention the paperwork.”

“Still. Seems like a bit of an oversight to me.”

“Bureaucracy is the true evil,” she said dryly.

She couldn’t help casting a sidelong glance at her hero to check if he knew she was joking.

“On that, we agree.” He flashed her a grin and she felt her heart climb up into her throat and shiver.

Oh gods… if he kept smiling at her like that she was going to bind herself to him with more than just her oath of service. She could feel her emotions attempting to rewrite her hard-earned self-control.

Goldie had a reputation at school for being too serious. The fact that she’d trained as a Paladin had only reinforced that impression. Paladin’s were notoriously without any sense of humor. Artemus Pendragon would have made an excellent Paladin if he hadn’t become a Knight—who were, honestly, just as bad.

But, while Goldie did like to follow the rules, and while she took her training and her career very seriously, she was still a puppy at heart.

Her mother had warned her about her playful spirit, and how it was unbecoming of a Guardlight. But it wasn’t something she could help. She could cover it up. She could train herself to stay in “on duty” mode for as long as it took.

But it still came through sometimes. Competing with Tiriel for Chaddick’s attention was something she should never have done, but she couldn’t resist. She loved the game. And the fact that Chaddick hadn’t reprimanded her—had, in fact, encouraged her—that was going to make it even harder.

But the way he smiled at her suggested that maybe she didn’t have to hide who she really was from him. Maybe… he would actually like her, goofy side and all.

The chanting was clearer here, jolting Goldie from her thoughts. Multiple voices, deep and rhythmic. The words made her fur stand on end even without understanding them. This was hardly the time for lovesick daydreaming. She had a job to do.

They crept forward. Through an archway. Down more stairs.

These were older than the rest. Goldie recognized the Dwarven work as being from the original construction of the city. The way the shadows rippled over the grooves in the ancient stone made it appear the stones themselves were moving, recoiling and retreating from whatever was happening below.

At the bottom, another corridor stretched into darkness. The stones here were older and darker still, carved with symbols that had been deliberately defaced centuries ago.

“Everyone’s an art critic,” Chaddick said behind her, as he stopped to look at the damaged walls. “It’s a shame. This would have been beautiful once.”

It made her heart ache to see the rich history of their beloved Port Viridia so carelessly or maliciously vandalized.

“Dwarven runes are said to have protective qualities.” She traced a finger over what might have once been a mural. “If someone wanted to invite dark powers into the Mage’s Guild, these runes would have to be destroyed.”

“I wonder how long the guild has been compromised,” Chaddick asked. “Or if other facets of Port Viridia’s governing powers have been compromised.”

She shuddered to think of it, Port Viridia, tainted by the void. It was like something out of a story book. Of course, they lived in a world of heroes and villains, minions and sidekicks, quests and secret missions. None of them were strangers to the battle between Good and Evil.

But Void Cultists?

It was practically a caricature.

How appalling to think of these cultists living amongst them all this time!

“What if they’ve gotten to the Heroes Guild too?” Chaddick continued. “What if my Chosen One quest ends up being in service to the Dark Lord Malakor?”

Goldie narrowed her eyes at him. “I highly doubt that, sir.”

“I’m just saying, it might be safer if we stick to side-quests for a while,” he whispered. “You know, just until we’re sure.”

“Why don’t we reserve judgement until we actually know what your quest is?”

“You never know, Goldie. I might be saving the world by avoiding my duty. Wouldn’t that just rub your fur the wrong way?”

She growled, her tail stiffening in irritation. “I’m not going to dignify that line of inquiry with a response.”

“Suit yourself,” he said with a grin. “In the meantime, let’s go smack down some cultists.”

The corridor curved slightly, following some ancient architectural plan that predated the modern obsession with straight lines. At the far end, perhaps thirty feet away, crimson light flickered through an arched doorway. The light pulsed rhythmically, like a heartbeat. Like something alive and hungry.

"There," Chaddick breathed.

Goldie wanted to reach for her sword and shield. She wanted to run in there and fight. That was something she knew how to do. But instead, she felt for the bag of Widdershrooms Tiriel had given her. Somehow, they had to get the magical reagent into the cauldron without the cultists knowing.

Chaddick’s hand found hers in the darkness. He squeezed once. “Don’t worry. If it all goes wrong, we can still bash them over the head. Let’s just try to do it Tiriel’s way, okay?”

“Sure,” she nodded. “And try not to get turned into newts while we’re at it, right?”

“An excellent addition to the plan,” he said with a genuine grin. “I can see why they made you a top tier sidekick.”

“Shut up. Sir.”

“All right.” He ruffled her ears and, annoyingly, her tail started to wag. “But only because I like you.”

It wagged even harder. “Damn it, sir. How am I supposed to sneak around like this?”

The look he gave her said that he enjoyed her loss of control a bit more than he should, and in a way that wasn’t exactly appropriate for a serious mission like this.

“Stop looking at me like that!”

“Stop being adorable, then,” he retorted. “A man can only be so strong.”

“Cultists! Remember?”

She pushed him aside and crept closer to the ritual room.

He didn’t stop grinning at her, but he did follow.

Did the man take anything seriously? Besides his libido? How could he be so confident? This was their first solo quest—even if it was a side-quest—the first time they had no backup from the Academy if something went wrong. Their first quest, and they were dealing with Void Cultists! If this was an indicator of what life was going to be like with Chaddick Questwell, Goldie had to admit she was a little nervous about the future.

But his confidence did ease her nerves a bit. She took a deep breath, readying herself for action.

They pressed against the wall. The stone was cold and slightly damp, as if it were sweating. Or weeping. She tried not to think about that. They inched forward, staying in the shadows between the flickering crimson pulses.

The doorway grew larger. She could see it was carved—no, not carved. Melted. As if tremendous heat had fused the stone into this twisted arch. Darkly glowing symbols writhed across its surface, shifting when she wasn't looking directly at them.

They reached the edge of the doorway. Carefully, so carefully, they peered into the ritual chamber.

The room was vast, with a vaulted ceiling supported by pillars carved with profane symbols. In the center, a summoning circle dominated the floor—intricate patterns that hurt to look at, drawn in what was definitely blood. The smell confirmed it.

Four figures in black robes stood at cardinal points around the circle, clearly Guild Enforcers from their builds. A fifth, leading the chant with arms raised, was Mordain. His multiple chins wobbled with each word.

At the center of the circle was a huge burbling cauldron, waiting for the final component. Purple smoke spilled over the edge of the black pot and pooled onto the floor as the liquid inside—presumably the mind-control potion they planned to poison Port Viridia’s water supply with—simmered violently.

“Well, the elf was right about one thing,” Goldie said. “That is a huge cauldron.”

"Where is Tiriel?" Chaddick whispered. “Shouldn’t she be here by now?”

Footsteps echoed from the main entrance. Goldie's ears perked forward. “She’s coming. At least… I think it’s her…”

It sounded like more than one person, which probably wasn’t good. Was she being followed?

Goldie opened her mouth to warn Chaddick, but Tiriel entered the chamber before the words left Goldie’s lips. She was alone, though for a moment, Goldie thought she saw something glint in the darkened stairwell behind her. She narrowed her eyes and peered into the shadows, but there was nothing there. It was the chanting, she told herself, putting her on edge.

Tiriel had torn her robes artfully, messed her hair, added dirt to her face. She cradled the specimen jar like it was made of gold. Her shoulders slumped with exhaustion—real or performed, Goldie couldn't tell.

The chanting stopped.

"Guild Master." Tiriel's voice trembled perfectly. Fear, exhaustion, and just a hint of pride at succeeding. “I hope I’m not too late.”

Mordain turned. The pompous bureaucrat was gone. This was a true believer, eyes blazing with fanatical fervor. Dark energy crackled around his fingers.

"The Cockatrice?"

"It nearly killed us." Tiriel held out the jar with shaking hands. "But I got the feather. From the crest, just as you specified."

Mordain strode across the chamber and snatched the jar. Goldie held her breath. Would he check it? Would he see through the illusion?

He didn't even look closely. His focus was entirely on his triumph. He held the jar up to the crimson light, and the feather inside gleamed with perfect iridescence.

“Finally, it is mine! The final and most important ingredient to complete my magnum opus! After so many failures, finally I have succeeded!”

Goldie saw Chaddick wrinkle his brow. He whispered to her, “He succeeded?”

“You are quite magnificent, sir,” Tiriel said, bowing deeply. “I have always said so. Ask anyone.”

Goldie snorted back a laugh, the praise was so over the top and obviously false. But Mordain did not seem to pick up on Tiriel’s sarcasm.

"You've done well, child." His voice dripped condescension. "Your library privileges will be restored, as promised."

Under his breath, in a tone so low Goldie was probably the only one in the room who could hear it, he added, “Not that there will be a library when I’m through…”

"Thank you, Guild Master." Tiriel bowed low once more. “You are too kind.”

"Now leave!” he commanded, not looking at her anymore. “What comes next is beyond your feeble understanding."

Mordain did not seem even remotely concerned that Tiriel, or anyone else, would know what they were up to. This was patently preposterous, as the stench of evil in the place was so thick it seemed to be leaving its slimy finger marks on Goldie’s skin. But perhaps those who were tainted by the void no longer sensed its presence like others did, like those sellers in the Flesh Shambles who could no longer be offended by the stink of their livelihood. Perhaps evil paid well enough to plug one’s nose for it.

Tiriel backed toward the door, still bowing. But instead of climbing the stairs back up to the main entrance she darted into the shadows behind the pillars at the edge of the room, running for the servant’s entrance. Toward them.

There was a jolt of movement from the stairwell, as if the shadows themselves sought to grasp at the deviant elf, and for a moment Goldie feared they had been discovered. But the movement disappeared again as soon as she fixed her gaze upon it, and Tiriel was safe.

Mordain, his eye on his prize, had already dismissed her from his mind. He opened the jar. Pulled out the feather with reverent hands and waved it over the cauldron before dropping it into the roiling liquid.

"Resume the chant!" he commanded as bright violet waves of steam flooded the chamber floor. “The time of our ascendence is nigh!”

The four cultists began again, voices rising. Dark energy built around the circle. The feather, which bounced in the cauldron like a piece of seaweed in a storming ocean, began to glow with absorbed power.

Tiriel slipped into the corridor beside them. "He bought it completely," she whispered. "The arrogant fool."

"Good work," Chaddick said. “You really sold it.”

“Thanks, but I think he’d have believed anything if it meant getting his hands on that feather. He’s completely single minded about this ritual, which should work to our benefit. Do you have the Widdershrooms?”

Goldie patted the pouch at her side. “Right here. We just need to find a way to get them in there.”

“I didn’t realize it would be quite so far away,” Tiriel said, her green eyes darting worriedly. “What are we going to do?”

“How’s your throwing arm?” Goldie asked Chaddick. “Or are those muscles just for show?”

“I’m not too bad with a discus,” he replied, flexing for her. “Never tried tossing glowing fungus before, but how different can it be?”

“Well, they’re a lot lighter for one thing,” Goldie said, analyzing the distance and doing a quick calculation. “You’ll need more loft and precision than power.”

“I was kidding, Goldie,” he grinned. “I can do it. But I’m not sure I can do it without them noticing.”

“Maybe once the feather kicks in,” Tiriel said. “We just need a distraction…”

They crept closer to the chamber entrance. The ritual was building. The sickly crimson light pulsed with each word of the chant, tainting the purple smoke of the caldron until the chamber seemed awash in crimson, like blood. The feather—the diseased turkey feather disguised as a Cockatrice plume—glowed brighter.

But something was wrong. Even Goldie could sense it. The void magic, summoned by the four cultists, wasn't flowing correctly anymore. It kept hitting something, stuttering.

Mordain felt it too. His brow furrowed. "The resonance is off..."

"Armathia’s aether in the turkey feather naturally opposes void magic,” Tiriel whispered. “Their magic is weakening. We just need them to—”

“INTRUDERS!” A voice screamed as if from all around them.

The crimson light flickered. Turned purple at the edges. One of the Enforcers stumbled over a word in the chant.

"Concentrate!" Mordain barked. "We must—"

"ILLEGAL ENTRY!" The new voice interrupted again. “STOP THEM!”


Chapter 17
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Artemus Pendragon stood at the main entrance, spectacles askew, pointing dramatically in their direction. "Breaking and entering! Trespassing on Guild property! Intruders in your midst! Get them!"

Everyone froze. The cultists. Mordain. The trio hiding in the servant's entrance.

“That little shit weasel!” Goldie barked beside Chaddick, a growl in the back of her throat. “I knew there was someone hiding over there. He followed us!”

“What is the meaning of this?” Mordain roared, turning his wobbling chins in Artemus’s direction. “How dare you interrupt our ritual! Do you have any idea who I am? ”

"Have no fear, Guild Master,” Artemus declared. "I shall alert the city guard! Protocol must be followed! Carry on, while I go for help."

He turned and ran up the stairs before anyone could react.

"Shit." Chaddick started after him. "We have to stop—"

"No!" Tiriel grabbed his arm. "Let him go. We need to disrupt the ritual now before Mordain can complete it!"

"But the guards—"

"Will arrive to find cultists, not heroes." Goldie pulled the bag of Widdershrooms from her belt. "Tiriel's right. This is our chance. For once that little twerp is being useful."

“Actually, I was going to say we have to stop Mordain and his Enforcers from tearing him apart,” Chaddick said.

They all turned back to the ritual circle, where the Guild Master was quivering with rage. The oversized cultists were already breaking the circle in order to chase after the fleeing hero.

“Oh.” Tiriel deflated. “Oh dear.”

Goldie growled, clearly torn. But their concern turned out to be unnecessary.

“Stop!” Mordain bellowed. “Get back to your places. We don’t have time for this. If we complete our summoning it will be too late for the city guard to do anything. The gateway opens as we speak. Soon the Dark Lord will walk among us, and when he hears of our genius plan, we will be well rewarded!”

Wordlessly, the Enforcer Cultists shuffled back to the cardinal points of the ritual circle, muttering amongst themselves as they attempted to figure out where they were in the spell.

Chaddick nearly laughed, it was so absurd. Or he would have, had he not noticed the swirling vortex of blackness above the cauldron which oozed a malevolent energy he’d never experienced before.

Then he remembered Tiriel’s warning. The Guild Master’s dark ritual could be completed with or without the Cockatrice feather—that reagent would hold the gateway open indefinitely, but the portal could still be temporarily opened without it. Even if the counterfeit feather was weakening the ritual’s magic, it seemed the Guild Master’s skill was sufficient to counteract the aether magic’s interference.

Chaddick wasn’t certain the portal would open wide enough for the Dark Lord Malakor to actually step through into their world, and he really hoped they wouldn’t find out. But if he did, Chaddick was certain of one thing. Mordain would have nothing to show for his trouble.

“We have to do it now,” he said. “While they’re still distracted. Pass me the bag!”

It was in his hand before he finished speaking, Goldie at his side. He threw the bag of mushrooms high into the air, where it arced like a shooting star, leaving a trail of glowing spores behind it. They all held their breath as it soared, as if in slow motion, toward the cauldron.

If it landed, the Widdershrooms would destroy whatever potion had been brewing, according to Tiriel. The rare cave mushrooms were the only reagent that could reverse any magical effect. If it landed, it would turn that cauldron of mind control potion—the Guild Master’s genius plan—into a pot of powerless purple goo.

The bag hit the circle dead center, right beside the turkey feather and sank beneath the bubbles. Nothing happened.

Neither Mordain nor the cultists noticed the projectile as they fixated upon the growing black gateway swirling above their heads.

“What the…?” Chaddick stared. “Uh, shouldn’t that have… done something?”

“Oh, it did,” Tiriel assured him, though she didn’t sound as certain as he would have liked, considering the stakes of this mission. “They’ll have to drink it now, to complete the binding. To prove they are the ones in control. At least… I think that’s how these reciprocal spells work. They aren’t really my specialty.”

“You tell us this now?!” Goldie barked, then covered her mouth with her hand, her ears flattening into her golden hair.

But the Guild Master hadn’t heard. He was too busy staring up at the swirling darkness above the cauldron.

The portal above the cauldron pulsed, expanding like a wound in the fabric of the universe. Black energy leaked through, thick as tar, dripping upward in defiance of gravity. The temperature in the room plummeted. Frost spread across the stone floor in spiraling patterns.

Chaddick's breath misted in front of him. The Blade of Prophecy grew so cold against his hip it burned through his chain shirt.

"Did we fail?" Goldie whispered beside him. Her ears flattened against her skull. “Why does it seem like we failed?”

Before Chaddick could answer, Mordain laughed—a wet, triumphant sound that made Chaddick's skin crawl. The Guild Master reached into his voluminous robes and produced five chalices. Gold and jeweled, they caught the sickly light from the portal. His own was largest, naturally, with a rim of black diamonds that seemed to swallow light.

"Brothers!" Mordain's voice boomed through the chamber. "The moment of our ascension arrives!"

He dipped his chalice into the cauldron. Purple liquid clung to the gold like syrup. The other cultists followed, each filling their own cup from the bubbling brew. The turkey feather bobbed between them, its diseased plumage releasing tiny spores with each disturbance. Chaddick wasn’t certain, but the feather looked different since the Widdershrooms had landed in the mix. Then he realized what had happened, the magic-destroying mushrooms had removed the enchantment on the feather.

His breath caught as Mordain peered into the cauldron. Fortunately, though, the Guild Master was no longer paying attention to his prized “Cockatrice” feather. He was already celebrating his win.

"With this elixir, we bind the will of thousands." Mordain raised his chalice high. "Any who drink from Port Veridia's water supply, soon to be tainted by this brew, will become our puppets. And when the Dark Lord sees what we have accomplished—an entire city enslaved and ready for his command—we shall be made generals in his glorious war against Armathia!"

The cultists raised their chalices in unison. "For the Dark Lord!"

"For our reward!" Mordain added, because of course he did.

They drank deeply.

For a moment, nothing happened. The portal continued to expand. The darkness within it began to coalesce into something almost solid. A presence pushed against the barrier between worlds.

Chaddick had a bad feeling they were about to have to confront the Dark Lord Malakor—the most powerful evil being in the universe—as well as Guild Master Mordain and his Void Cultists. So much for side-quests being less dangerous than his path as the Chosen One. All he’d wanted was an opportunity to level up his skills, gear, and party before taking on quests of a serious nature. Was that too much to ask?

“Get ready,” he said under his breath, as much for his sake as for Goldie and Tiriel on either side of him. “This is going to be ugly.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” Tiriel said. Though, to Chaddick’s surprise, she didn’t sound scared. She sounded… excited?

Mordain's face went pale.

His jowls trembled. A sound emerged from his substantial gut—a rumbling like distant thunder. He pressed one hand to his stomach, the empty chalice clattering to the floor.

"Brothers," he gasped. "Continue the chant! The gateway must—"

His words cut off in a groan. He doubled over, clutching his midsection.

The other cultists weren't faring better. One dropped to his knees. Another stumbled against the ritual circle's edge, breaking the line of salt and bone dust. Their faces had gone from reverent to green in seconds.

"Keep... chanting!" Mordain wheezed. He forced himself upright through visible effort. Sweat beaded on his forehead. "Great Lord Malakor... we welcome you... to your new domain!"

The cultists took up the chant, though their voices cracked with pain. "You shall conquer all you touch in this world! Your darkness shall consume the light! Your armies shall—"

A wet, unfortunate sound interrupted them. The kind of sound that preceded very bad things in very confined spaces.

Tiriel made a small noise of satisfaction beside Chaddick. "Right on schedule." She rummaged in her bag and passed out three small vials. “Smelling salts, anyone? Might help…”

The portal above them rippled. Something pressed through from the other side. First came the horns—black as void, each one the length of a man. Then the head emerged, inverted from the ceiling like a reflection in dark water.

Chaddick couldn't look directly at it. His eyes slid away every time he tried. The wrongness of it made his teeth ache. What he caught in glimpses was enough—scales that absorbed light, eyes that burned with cold fire, a mouth full of teeth that belonged in no earthly creature.

The Dark Lord Malakor had arrived.

His voice filled the chamber like grinding stone. "AHA! AT LAST, THE GATE IS OPEN! REJOICE FOUL MINIONS, FOR THE DARK LORD COMETH. WHO DARES SUMMON ME DURING THIS, THE BLACK ZENITH? WHO INVITES CHAOS AND CARNAGE UPON THEIR WORLD? SHOW YOURSELVES IN ALL YOUR VILE AND CORRUPTED GLORY!"

Mordain tried to bow. The motion proved disastrous for his already rebelling stomach. He caught himself against the cauldron's edge, leaving greasy handprints on the iron.

"Great Lord!" His voice came out strangled. "It is we who summoned you here. We bow before you and await our just awards.”

Malakor's massive head tilted. Even upside down, his presence dominated the room. "NO, SERIOUSLY. WHO DID IT? WHO PERFORMED THE RITUAL?”

“W-we are your humble servants, my lord,” Mordain stammered, wincing as his bowels cramped anew. “We have prepared a plan to—”

“YOU?” Malakor’s voice dripped with disbelief. “WHAT MOCKERY IS THIS? THESE PATHETIC CREATURES ACHIEVED WHAT NONE HAVE IN A THOUSAND YEARS? WHAT IS THIS WORLD COMING TO?"

The Dark Lord sniffed.

His nostrils, each the size of dinner plates, flared. The temperature dropped another ten degrees.

"AND WHAT IS THAT STENCH?"

As if on cue, one of the cultists lost his battle with dignity. The sound echoed through the chamber. The smell followed immediately—a combination of diseased turkey, failed alchemy, and human misery.

Chaddick, Goldie, and Tiriel inhaled deeply of their smelling salts, eyes watering as they forced themselves to focus upon the drama unfolding before them, while remaining out of the Dark Lord’s vision.

Malakor recoiled. His head pulled back slightly through the portal. "THIS IS ARMATHIA? THE JEWEL OF THE MORTAL REALM?"

"Yes, Great Lord! And soon it will be yours!" Mordain's legs shook. He gripped the cauldron with both hands now, knuckles white. "Please…. We have created a mind-control elixir! The entire city's water supply will be—"

Another cultist fell. Then another. The ritual chamber filled with sounds and smells that belonged in an infirmary, not a dark summoning.

Unless, perhaps, the dark summoning had caused some sort of demonic possession. Chaddick had heard of demons performing some creative feats with fecal matter and bodily fluids. He was suddenly very glad that he had not taken a priest or paladin class, as those unfortunate adventurers often had to perform exorcisms for quests.

"IT SMELLS LIKE AN OUTHOUSE." Malakor's voice carried genuine disgust. "A PARTICULARLY MALODOROUS SHITHOLE. DESPITE MY VILE AND DESPICABLE NATURE, I DO NOT MEAN THAT AS A COMPLIMENT. ONE CAN BE EVIL WITHOUT BEING UNSANITARY, YOU KNOW."

"It's temporary!" Mordain pleaded. His own control was slipping. Sweat poured down his face. "We can still serve you! The plan is perfect! Through us, the city is yours. Just think, an army of mind-controlled citizens…"

The Dark Lord's eyes—or the dark, swirling pits of nothingness Chaddick assumed were eyes—fixed on Mordain. "YOU CANNOT EVEN CONTROL YOUR OWN BOWELS, AND YOU SPEAK OF CONTROLLING ARMIES?"

"The elixir—"

"WHAT DID YOU PUT IN THAT CONCOCTION?"

Mordain's mouth opened and closed. His gaze darted to the turkey feather still floating in the cauldron. "Only the finest ingredients! A Cockatrice feather of highest quality—"

"YOU FOOLS!" Malakor's laugh shook dust from the ceiling. "THAT IS NO COCKATRICE FEATHER! YOU’VE OPENED THE GATE USING A DISEASED TURKEY FEATHER. I CAN SMELL THE ROT FROM HERE. THE FACT THAT IT WORKED AT ALL IS A MIRACLE OF DARKNESS!"

Tiriel leaned close to Chaddick. "The Widdershrooms reversed the magical properties of the elixir, but they couldn't reverse the biological effects of whatever disease infected the turkey. If anything, they amplified it."

Goldie's tail wagged despite the situation. "So instead of mind control, they got—"

"Explosive diarrhea of legendary proportions," Tiriel confirmed.

Chaddick took another deep whiff of his smelling salts. He was starting to feel like the inside of his nostrils was on fire, but that was preferable to inhaling the stench of the cultist’s diseased bowels. “And Mordain thinks he’s the evil one.”

“I’m not evil,” the elf replied primly. “I’m resourceful.”

“Still, I’m glad you’re on our side,” Chaddick said.

Tiriel blushed all the way to the tips of her pointed ears, hiding her smile behind her vial.

Mordain had gone from pale to green to a color that didn't have a name. His robes, once imposing, now looked dangerously stressed. "Great Lord, if you would just cross through—"

"I THINK NOT." Malakor pulled further back. Only his horns remained visible through the portal. "I REQUIRE ABLE-BODIED HENCHMEN, NOT AN ARMY OF SLACK-JAWED INCONTINENTS. MY REPUTATION IS ON THE LINE HERE, YOU KNOW. ONE ONLY GETS ONE CHANCE TO TAKE OVER A WORLD. IF YOU BUGGER UP THE ENTRANCE IT’S QUITE IMPOSSIBLE TO BE TAKEN SERIOUSLY AS AN EVIL OVERLORD."

"But the gateway! The Black Zenith only comes once every seven years!"

"PERHAPS IN ANOTHER SEVEN, MORTALS WILL LEARN THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN POULTRY AND PROPHECY. BESIDES, THIS PLACE COULD USE A BIT OF AIRING OUT. PHEW!"

The portal began to shrink.

"No!" Mordain lunged forward, reaching toward the closing gateway. The motion was his undoing. What followed was a sound that would haunt Chaddick's nightmares—wet, explosive, and utterly devastating to any remaining dignity the Guild Master possessed.

"DISGUSTING." Malakor's voice faded as the portal collapsed. "MY INTEREST IN THIS FOUL-SMELLING REALM WITHERS BY THE SECOND. MAYBE THE STAR OF OBLIVION WILL BRING BETTER LUCK. SEE YOU NEXT MILLENIUM. "

The gateway snapped shut with a sound like breaking glass. The temperature immediately began to rise. The frost on the floor turned to puddles.

Silence fell over the chamber, broken only by the groans of five very ill cultists and the bubbling of a cauldron full of catastrophically failed potion.

"Well," Chaddick said. "That was not how I expected my first encounter with unmitigated evil to go. But as far as boss battles goes, that wasn’t so—"

"THERE THEY ARE!"

Artemus's voice rang from the main entrance. He stood flanked by a dozen city guards in full armor, their swords drawn. "Arrest them all! Breaking and entering! Trespassing! Disturbing the peace!"

The Guard Captain, a grizzled woman with more scars than patience, surveyed the scene. Her nose wrinkled at the smell. Her gaze moved from the collapsed cultists to the ritual circle to the cauldron to the three heroes trying to look innocent by the servant's entrance.

"Guild Master Mordain?" She sounded like she couldn't quite believe what she was seeing. "What in the seven hells is going on here?"

Mordain tried to stand. Failed. Tried again. His robes were... compromised. "Captain Blackweather! These intruders—"

"Did Artemus mention the part where the Guild Master is a cultist trying to summon the Dark Lord?" Chaddick called out helpfully. “Or was he all about the intruder alert?”

"Lies!" Mordain wheezed. “You can’t possibly understand the intricacy of the ritual you’ve ruined. Years worth of work, swirling down the gutter like—"

"We all heard you talking to that demon thing," one of the younger guards said. "About mind control and enslaving the city."

"That was... a rehearsal! For a play!"

Captain Blackweather looked at the ritual circle. The bone dust. The black candles. The cauldron of purple goo. The five men in obvious cultist robes who had clearly soiled themselves.

"A play."

"Yes?"

"About summoning dark lords, enslaving Port Veridia, and… shitting your drawers?"

"It's... social commentary?"

The Captain's expression could have curdled milk. "Arrest them all. We'll sort this out at the garrison."

"Wait. Even us?" Tiriel squeaked. “We’re the ones who stopped them!”

The Captain's gaze swept over them. Chaddick tried to look heroic despite the circumstances. As Tiriel had said, stoic sold well, especially amongst the guard. He hoped the little vial of smelling salts didn’t cramp his image too much, but there was only so much stoic he could handle while surrounded by incontinent cultists.

Beside him, Goldie stood at attention, every inch the professional Paladin if you ignored the suspicious stains that were seeping across the floor toward them. Tiriel had somehow gotten purple goo in her hair.

"They broke into the Guild House," Artemus insisted. "I saw them! They should be arrested for—"

"For stopping a cult from poisoning the city's water supply?" The Captain's eyebrow rose. "Is that what you want on record, Mr. Pendragon?"

Artemus's mouth opened. Closed. His spectacles fogged with frustration.

"But... protocol states..."

"Protocol states that heroes who prevent citywide disasters get a commendation, not a cell." The Captain turned to Chaddick. "You're the new Chosen One, aren't you? The one who was supposed to start the Prophecy Quest?"

"That's me." Chaddick tried for his charming smile. It probably looked deranged given the circumstances. “I had a few things to wrap up before I got around to fulfilling the Prophecy. But I am definitely, uh, thinking about it.”

"And instead you uncovered a void cult at the heart of the Mage's Guild leadership." She shook her head. "The paperwork alone will take weeks. Never mind cleaning up this…mess. But I suppose the city owes you thanks."

Mordain made a sound of outrage that turned into something much worse. The guards near him stepped back quickly.

"Get them to the healers," the Captain ordered. "And someone open a window. Several windows. All the windows."

“I think we’re underground, Captain.”

“Ugh. Maybe we should just burn the place down.”

“Allow me, Captain Blackweather,” Tiriel said, withdrawing her small wand and stepping forward. “I happen to know a very effective cleaning enchantment. Unless Mr. Pendragon would prefer to volunteer his services?”

Artemus just gaped at her, frozen between outrage and disgust. Chaddick would be willing to bet that no one had ever suggested the Legacy hero pick up a mop and bucket before. When he didn’t answer, Tiriel shrugged. In a few minutes, the entire place smelled of artificial lemons.

Even the cultists looked grateful for her help.

As the guards hauled the cultists away, Artemus stood like a statue in the doorway. His perfect plan had backfired spectacularly. Instead of catching Chaddick breaking the law, he'd let him save the city. Not only that, he’d brought witnesses, so no one could deny what had happened.

"Thanks for the assist," Chaddick called to him. "Couldn't have done it without you fetching the guards!"

Artemus's face went through several colors, none of them healthy. His hands clenched into fists. His spectacles looked like they could have cracked from the force of his glare.

"This isn't over, Questwell. I will be there, watching, until you see fit to do your duty!"

“I always appreciate my fans, Arty,” Chaddick said. “But I’ve had just about enough ‘doodie’ for the day.”

Tiriel and Goldie burst out laughing, all the tension of the day finally coming undone.

Artemus spun on his heel and stalked out, his dramatic exit somewhat ruined as he stepped in an unfortunate puddle one of the cultists had left behind, which Tiriel had missed during her cleanup.

“I saved that one for him,” Tiriel whispered, still giggling.

Goldie's tail wagged with satisfaction. "That went better than expected."

Tiriel pulled purple goo from her hair. "Well. We did nearly let the Dark Lord into our world…"

"But we didn't," Chaddick pointed out. "And his travel plans have been put off for another thousand years because the destination didn’t live up to the brochure’s promises. Plus we stopped a cult, saved the city, and traumatized Artemus. I call that a raging success!"

Captain Blackweather approached them, carefully avoiding the worst of the mess. "I’m certain the city will want to reward you properly. A ceremony, medals, probably a feast."

Chaddick's stomach turned at the thought of food. "Any chance we could skip all that? We’re not really in it for the glory, if you catch my drift."

The captain glanced between Chaddick and the two beautiful women at his side. “I see. Perhaps something else could be arranged. I assume gold is still an acceptable payment? You seem to have the ‘girls’ part of the three G’s covered.”

“She gets it,” Chaddick grinned. “I knew she would.”

“We have an account with the Sanctum Mercatoria,” Goldie added helpfully, her tail wagging. “A promissory note with the seal of the city would be just fine.”

Captain Blackweather sighed. “Heroes haven’t changed a bit since I was at the academy. All right. Send your invoice to the Magistrate and I’ll see what I can do. Just let me know where I can find you once he makes his decision.”

Tiriel quickly jumped in with her home address before Chaddick was about to name the cheapest inn in Port Veridia.

“That’s settled then,” Blackweather said. She paused. “Clever work today, boys and girls. Mind if I ask you how you knew the Guild Master was a cultist? He’s been working in this town since longer than I’ve been alive, and no one suspected a thing.”

The three heroes exchanged glances. Chaddick remembered his earlier concerns that this corruption might go deeper than just the Mage’s Guild. He was suddenly reluctant to let on too much. “I guess you’d have to call it a hunch.”

"Pure heroic instinct,” Goldie added.

“He’s the Chosen One for a reason," Tiriel said. “The Prophecy is never wrong.”

The Captain's expression suggested she didn't believe any of them. There were historical texts full of failed Chosen Ones to validate her skepticism. Or perhaps she had other reasons to doubt their story. But she seemed too tired to care at the moment. Chaddick suspected that if there was a great conspiracy to hide cultists in plain sight, the captain of the guard was not in on it.

"Get out of here before I change my mind about the arrests. You did enter the Guild illegally, you know. The pencil pusher was right about that. And… might I suggest the bath house? The lemon cleaning enchantment only goes so far.”

They didn't need to be told twice.

As they emerged into the pre-dawn air of Port Veridia, the city slept on, unaware of how close it had come to disaster. The stars were beginning to fade. Somewhere, a rooster crowed, announcing the new day.

"So," Goldie said. "What now, sir? The prophecy quest?"

Chaddick looked at his companions. Tiriel, brilliant and chaotic, covered in the evidence of her experimental success. Goldie, loyal and fierce, who'd stood by him despite his every failing.

"First, a bath," he decided. "Then breakfast. Then we need to discuss our fee.”

"Fee?" Tiriel blinked. "But we were stopping evil! We didn’t do it for the money."

"Bills don’t get paid with good deeds alone,” Chaddick grinned. "Besides, I'm thinking saving the city is worth at least... twenty thousand gold?"

"You're impossible," Goldie said, but her tail was wagging.

"I prefer 'entrepreneurial.'" He started walking toward Tiriel's mansion. "Anyway, we do need funds for the real quest. The prophecy isn't going to fulfill itself. I want to make sure my girls are outfitted with the best of the best before we take on a real challenge."

“The Dark Lord Malakor doesn’t count as a real challenge?” Goldie asked. “He’s like, the epitome of evil. Pretty sure that ugly, oversized mug of his was on the cover of our Big Book of Big Bads textbook.”

“He didn’t seem so tough to me,” Chaddick said. “At least, if he ever bothers us again, we know his weakness.”

“Gastrointestinal disturbances?” Goldie wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather not have to resort to that tactic again.”

“Hey,” Chaddick grinned. “Whatever works, works!”

"Actually…” Tiriel yawned as she leaned against Chaddick’s shoulder. "Prophecies technically do fulfill themselves, you know. That's the whole point of prophecy as a magical discipline—"

He squeezed her against his side. "It's an expression, smartass."

"An inaccurate one."

“Are you sure you want her in the party?” Goldie teased, her tail wagging.

“Well, her ass is cute as well as smart. So, I guess we’ll keep her.”

“I feel… like I should be… offended…” Tiriel stumbled through another extensive yawn. “But I’m just… too… tired…”

“A lazy ass too,” Goldie said. “Looks like you’re going to have to carry her.”

“Be a dear, Chaddick, and take me home.” The elf’s eyes were beginning to close. “We have our own bath house. I’m sure breakfast can be arranged. And guest rooms… or my room…

Chaddick grinned, scooping Tiriel up in his arms. “Don’t mind if I do! Now which way to your bedroom, sweetheart? I have a promise to fulfill…”


Chapter 18
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The Lumistrae mansion rose before them, an elaborate confection of elven wealth and taste. Delicate spires and floating gardens erupted from every angle like the icing on a royal wedding cake, in defiance of both gravity and, in Chaddick’s opinion, good sense.

Tiriel had napped in his arms while Goldie navigated through the city, using her extensive knowledge of literally everything—Chaddick was continually amazed by his Guardlight sidekick—to find the sprawling elven estate. He’d never been to this part of town, not even in his earliest days, where robbing wealthy manors was the surest way to earn a loaf of bread. He felt distinctly out of place as they approached, though having Tiriel and Goldie at his side did help.

Even as bedraggled as she was, Tiriel moved through the ornate gates with the casual confidence of someone who belonged there. The elf had never wondered where her next meal would come from, that much was clear. And for once, rather than feeling envious, Chaddick was just glad—genuinely glad. Tiriel had grown up better than he had, and because of that, she’d grown into the woman she was, a person who could follow her passion in a way that many in Port Viridia never had a chance to.

A person that was part of his team, now. Their team.

His old resentments about rich kids at the academy—Artemus Pendragon’s pedantic tomfoolery notwithstanding—were melting away as he realized Goldie and Tiriel really wanted to stay with him. He was building an adventuring party of his very own, and it was even better than he’d had any right to hope for.

“Nice digs,” he said with a grin. “Are you sure you want to give all this up for the lowly life of an adventurer?”

"Sure, I’m sure. Of course, Mother's going to have a fit," Tiriel said, not sounding particularly concerned about it. "She doesn't approve of me coming home looking less than pristine. But I’ve never listened to her before, so I don’t see why I should start now."

"You did just save the city," Goldie pointed out. Her tail drooped with exhaustion despite her attempt at good cheer. "That should count for something."

"You'd think so, wouldn't you?" Tiriel pushed open the mansion's front door. "Mother! Father! I'm home and I've brought friends!"

The foyer alone was larger than most taverns Chaddick had slept in. Marble floors polished to mirror brightness. A chandelier that probably cost more than a small house. Paintings of severe-looking elves who all seemed to be peering down at him through their nostrils, judging him, and finding him a disappointment.

Fair enough. He probably looked like something a cat dragged in, murdered, then dragged back out again. But he did have an invite, so he wasn’t going to back down.

Two figures descended the central staircase with the kind of measured grace that made every movement look like choreography. Perhaps it was something they practiced in the evening—how to greet guests to maximize snootiness and minimize pleasantry.

The woman, clearly Tiriel's mother, had the same red hair, though hers was arranged in an elaborate construction that defied the few natural laws Chaddick could remember from Battlefield Physics. The man beside her moved like he was picking his way through a magical minefield, but perhaps that was natural for someone who'd spent decades navigating court politics. He probably never knew when he was going to step in a great, big, steaming, pile of shit.

"Tiriel, darling, what have you—" The woman stopped mid-sentence. Her perfect nose wrinkled. "What is that smell?"

"Cultists, Mother. Raw sewage. Diseased turkeys. And I think there might be some Dark Lord essence mixed in there somewhere. I did use a clean up spell, to deal with the worst of it, but I’m tired and I think I’ve mostly just washed it all over with rancid lemon. May we use the baths?"

Her mother's face went through several interesting colors. "Cultists?"

"The Guild Master was trying to summon Dark Lord Malakor and enslave the city. We stopped him. Well, technically explosive diarrhea stopped him, but we caused that, so it still counts."

Silence fell over the foyer. The kind of silence that had weight and substance and, given enough time, might have generated its own gravitational field.

"Perhaps," Tiriel's father said slowly, "we should sit down. In the parlor. After you've... changed."

"No time for that, I'm afraid." Tiriel grabbed Chaddick's arm and pulled him forward. "Mother, Father, this is Chaddick Questwell, the recently appointed Chosen One. He saved me from a Cockatrice, you know. And then Guild Master Mordain."

Chaddick tried for his charming smile. Given his current state, it probably looked deranged. "Pleasure to meet you, Lord and Lady Lumistrae."

"Thandor," the elf lord corrected, extending his hand despite the visible grime on Chaddick's. "And this is my wife, Serelith."

Serelith didn't offer her hand. She appeared to be having some kind of internal crisis. "The Guild Master. Silas Mordain. Was a… cultist?"

"Void cultist, specifically," Tiriel clarified. "He sent me to get a Cockatrice plume from Stonefeather Caverns for his ritual. At first I thought he was trying to get me killed or kicked out of the guild. But it turns out that was the best case scenario. He wanted the feather in order to take over the world. Would have worked too, if Chaddick hadn't helped me."

"And Goldie!" Chaddick added, gesturing to the Canin Paladin who was trying to look professional despite the suspicious stains on her armor. "Couldn't have done it without her."

Goldie's tail wagged slightly at the recognition. “Goldie Guarlight, at your service.” She bowed politely.

Serelith sank onto a nearby sofa with an effortless flutter that suggested she did a lot of it. The furniture piece seemed specifically positioned for dramatic collapses. "This is... overwhelming. Just think of all those donations we made to your fundraisers. But at least..." Her face brightened with sudden hope. "At least now you can finally give up this ridiculous obsession with magic and the Mage's Guild!"

"Oh, absolutely," Tiriel said cheerfully.

Everyone turned to stare at her.

"Really?" Serelith sat up straighter, hope blooming across her features. "You're finally ready to join society? Take your place at court? Attend the galas and—"

Tiriel laughed. The sound echoed off the marble floors. "Gods, no. I'm going to be an adventurer. Much more exciting than the Mage's Guild. Did you know Chaddick killed thirteen goblins in under three minutes? And we fought a Cockatrice! And today we banished a Dark Lord! It's been the best week of my life."

“Oh… My…” Serelith's eyes rolled back. She collapsed onto the sofa with a soft thump, out cold.

Tiriel blinked. “Was it… something I said?”

“Should we—" Chaddick started.

"She'll be fine," Thandor said, not even glancing at his unconscious wife. "It will give her something to talk about at tea with the society ladies.”

Tiriel shrugged. Then she shot a sideways glance at Goldie. "Hey, want to see my room? I have a small bathing chamber attached. We can get cleaned up while Mother recovers. I’m sure Father will show Chaddick to the men’s room."

Gods, no. Chaddick felt his stomach clench. Alone with her father, already?

"That sounds amazing." Goldie's tail wagged with genuine enthusiasm. "Besides, there’s something I wanted to ask you about…"

The two women headed up the stairs, already giggling about something. Chaddick watched them go, noting how quickly they'd conspired to abandon him in his time of need. He supposed it was a good thing that they were bonding, if they were going to be spending a lot of time together. But it might be very good for team cohesion and very bad for his sanity. Two things could be true at once.

"Mr. Questwell." Thandor's voice pulled him back. "A word?"

The elf lord led him to a study that smelled of leather and old paper. Books lined every wall. A desk large enough to double as the family crypt dominated one corner of the room. Chaddick had a feeling he wasn’t about to be led to the baths.

Thandor closed the door with a soft click. "So, you're the one Tiriel needed the ten thousand gold to pay?"

"Yes, but about that—"

"Are you fucking my daughter?"

Chaddick froze mid-word. His brain tried to process several responses at once and produced only static. He might be a hero, specially trained to stare down the fiercest of monsters. But this was not something he was prepared for.

"That's... I mean... not exactly what I was going to say."

Thandor laughed. Actually laughed. "Relax, boy. Tiriel is sixty-five years old. That's an adult by any measure, even elven ones. And we elves are much more relaxed about these matters than you humans seem to be. I just want to know where things stand"

"Oh." Chaddick's shoulders dropped. "Good. Because I was going to say, with Tiriel joining our adventuring team—"

"You’re not trying to return my money are you?" Thandor raised an eyebrow.

"How did you—?"

"I've been married to Serelith for ninety years. But that’s not so long that I’ve forgotten what a smitten fool looks like." He moved to a cabinet and pulled out two crystal glasses and a bottle of something amber. "Besides, Tiriel wouldn't abandon the Mage's Guild for any other reason. Not even void cultists."

"Well, it’s true. I don’t feel comfortable taking your money if Tiriel and I are going to be romantically involved. Besides, the Magistrate is paying us for uncovering the corruption. We don't need it.”

"Interesting." Thandor poured two glasses and handed one to Chaddick. The liquor smelled sweet and expensive. "And the Magistrate knows you'll be staying here tonight?"

"That's what we told Captain Blackweather."

"Hmm." Thandor sipped his drink thoughtfully. "Might I propose a small experiment?"

Chaddick snorted. "You really are like your daughter."

"Gods, I hope not. Based upon the many complaints we’ve fielded from the Mage’s Guild, most of her experiments explode. Mine are purely social." He smiled in a way that made Chaddick nervous. "Though social explosions can be quite spectacular."

"That doesn't actually make me feel better."

"It shouldn't. They’re far more dangerous than anything my daughter can brew up in her lab. But they also provide opportunities, if one maintains control." Thandor set down his glass. "I'd like to put you and my daughter up in a hotel tonight, along with your friend. The Gilded Swan. Finest in the city."

They stood there, taking the measure of one another, for an uncomfortably long time.

Eventually, Chaddick narrowed his eyes. "Why?"

"Because if the Magistrate is also corrupted—and given what you've uncovered, that seems likely—he might send more than your fee to my estate.”

Chaddick straightened. "Are you thinking an assassin? I'd had the same thought. Was planning to set a watch tonight, just in case."

"We'll do better than that. My house guards will be in Tiriel's room. If anyone attempts entry, we'll capture them. Question them." Thandor's smile turned predatory. "It would be highly advantageous for House Lumistrae if the current Magistrate were involved in something... untoward."

They stood there, taking the measure of one another, for an uncomfortably long time.

"You're using us as bait.”

"Technically, I’m using my guards as bait,” Thandor said with a wink. “After you set yourselves up so neatly. Of course, we don’t know that he will try anything. You might just get a free night at a fancy hotel out of the deal. But as far as I’m concerned, I'm protecting my daughter while advancing my family's interests. It’s a win-win situation. The fact that it might expose further corruption in this city is merely a bonus."

Despite himself, Chaddick found he liked the elf lord. "Fine. But I get first crack at questioning anyone you catch. Not that I don’t think you’re capable, but I’m feeling personally invested at this point, given that they’re after me. If you catch anyone, that is."

"Agreed." Thandor refilled both their glasses. "Though I assure you, regardless of whether or not the Magistrate sends anyone tonight, our suspicions are warranted. Something is rotten in Port Veridia. Has been for years. Serelith and I have been following it like dedicated theatre goers, watching the drama unfold. Unfortunately, we only seem to catch the little bits on the edges of the real deal. It’s quite well under wraps."

Footsteps on the stairs made them both turn. Tiriel and Goldie descended, heads together, giggling about something. They'd changed into clean clothes—Tiriel in a flowing dress that did interesting things when she moved, Goldie in what looked like borrowed training gear that was slightly too tight in all the right places.

"In the meantime," Thandor said quietly, "that should worry you more than any political corruption."

"Agreed," Chaddick muttered.

"Father, are you corrupting my hero?" Tiriel asked sweetly.

"Merely ensuring his survival, dear one. Speaking of which, I want you to take my rooms at the Gilded Swan tonight."

"But—"

"Consider it a celebration. Your mother will be devastated if you don't stay, but she'll recover. She always does." He moved to his desk and wrote something on official-looking paper. "Here. The second half of the payment."

"Lord Lumistrae, I can't—"

"It's from House Lumistrae to ensure my daughter's adventuring party has everything they need." He pressed the promissory note into Chaddick's hand. "We might not approve of her lifestyle choices, but if she's going to be an adventurer, she should at least look like a successful one."

Tiriel hugged her father. "You're the best."

"I'm pragmatic. Besides, I assume we won’t need to be funding new wings of the Mage’s Guild as an apology for your experiments." But he hugged her back anyway. "Now go. The Gilded Swan awaits. Try not to explode anything."

"That was one time!"

"This week."

As they left the mansion, Serelith was just beginning to stir on her sofa. She looked up blearily at her daughter. "Did you say... adventurer?"

"Bye, Mother!"

The door closed on Serelith's second faint of the day.

Outside, Chaddick looked at his two companions. Clean, armed, and ready for whatever came next. "So. Fancy hotel?"

"The Gilded Swan has amazing baths," Tiriel said. "Private ones. Very large. Room for two.”

“You’ve finished yours,” Chaddick said. “I guess I’ll have lots of room to myself.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Tiriel tittered, grabbing Goldie’s hand. “I bet all three of us could fit in one of those tubs. And we’ll use all the expensive oils and bubbles!”

Goldie's ears went flat. "I'll… just be standing guard."

"You could stand guard inside the bathing chamber," Tiriel suggested innocently. "For safety."

"That's not how I usually do it."

"It could be."

The girls argued all the way through the wealthy district, but Chaddick noticed they walked closer together now. Whatever they'd discussed while changing had shifted something between them.

The Gilded Swan rose before them like a palace pretending to be a hotel. Doormen in uniforms fit for princes ushered them inside a lobby that made the Lumistrae mansion foyer look like a hovel.

“I know your father said they’d be expecting us,” Chaddick said, looking around a bit nervously. “But… how, exactly?”

Getting kicked out of the Gilded Swan would just be the icing on the cake after his treatment at the Sanctum Mercatoria.

“Arcane Ledgers,” Tiriel said, matter-of-factly. “Daddy has them set up with all his favorite businesses.”

“Of course,” Chaddick said. He had no idea what an Arcane Ledger was, but he supposed it didn’t much matter, so long as it worked.

A stuffy looking man in a suit so rife with ruffles, frills, and curlicues that he looked like he’d been decorated by the royal baker stepped toward them.

Chaddick prepared for the worst.

"Lord Lumistrae has arranged the penthouse suite," the concierge said, not even blinking at their arrival. "Shall I have dinner sent up?"

"Yes," Chaddick said, trying to sound like he belonged here. "And wine. The good stuff."

The man’s eyes widened slightly. His lips puckered and his nostrils flared as if he’d caught a whiff of Mordain’s fate before he regained control of his expression. "All our wine is good, sir."

"Then the best stuff."

"Very good, sir."

They rode something called an "elevation platform" to the top floor—magic lifting them smoothly upward. Chaddick tried not to look impressed, though Tiriel’s giggles made him suspect that he’d failed.

The suite was... excessive. Multiple rooms. A bathing chamber that could fit a small party. A bed that could fit a large party. Windows overlooking the entire city.

"This is bigger than most taverns I've stayed in," Chaddick admitted.

"You've been staying in the wrong places," Tiriel said, already exploring. "Oh! They have heated floors, now! That’s new."

Chaddick looked at his companions. Tiriel grinned. Goldie sighed.

“You know, we aren’t going to be able to afford the luxuries you’re used to, Tiriel," he said. "I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

“I don’t care about luxury,” Tiriel said, stepping toward him until her breasts pressed against his chest. “I care about you. And you’re always going to be there, aren’t you?”

“That much, I can promise,” he grinned. “And while luxury might not be in the cards, I’ll make sure you’re both always very comfortable.”

"The night's young," Tiriel said, standing and brushing off her dress. "I believe someone made me a promise about a proper celebration?"

Heat flashed through Chaddick's eyes. "I did, didn't I? Let’s get the party started."

He caught her waist and pulled her against him. She came willingly, eagerly, her mouth meeting his halfway. The kiss was deep and meaningful and held the promise of so much more. But Tiriel put her hand on his chest to stop him.

“What?”

"Bath," she murmured against his lips. "Now."

“Do I smell that bad?”

“I’ll run the water,” Goldie said, her tail wagging as she glanced over her shoulder. “You can push him in.”

"When did you two get so bossy?"

Tiriel grinned. "You love it."

Chaddick couldn’t argue with that.
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Steam billowed out as Chaddick emerged from the bathing pool. The towel hung low on his hips, barely covering what needed covering. Despite their teasing, Tiriel and Goldie had left him to bathe on his own, disappearing to giggle about something as soon as he was in the water and there was nothing for them to gawk at and make lewd comments about.

He hadn’t minded. After the day they’d had, a little peace and quiet with the bath bubbles had been just what the physician ordered.

But now that he was out, he could feel eyes on him once more. Water droplets traced paths down his chest, following the grooves between muscles, pooling briefly at his navel before soaking into soft woven cloth.

Tiriel, sitting on the edge of the enormous bed, slid her gaze over the path of each drop, biting her lip in anticipation.

She'd changed into a silk robe—deep green that brought out her eyes. The fabric clung to her skin like she’d been dipped in emerald liquid. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, bright and coppery in the lantern light. A ringlet curled against her collarbone, drawing Chaddick’s gaze down into the robe’s neckline.

“Better?” he asked.

Her eyes darted up from where they’d been lingering at the towel's edge. Her throat moved as she swallowed. “The best… uh, I mean, what? Sorry, I was just…”

“Daydreaming?” he suggested, suppressing a grin at her nervousness. “Or did I miss a spot?”

“No, definitely not.”

“That’s good,” Chaddick said. “I would hate to spoil the moment with a spot of weird purple goo I missed. You okay?”

She nodded. “I just…” She let out a long, slow breath. “You look really, really good.”

“I feel even better." He moved closer, each step deliberate. The air between them seemed to thicken. "Where's Goldie?"

"In the sitting room." Tiriel's fingers twisted in the robe's fabric. "She said she needed to check the windows. Again. I think she checked them four times while you were bathing."

"Nervous?"

"Her or me?" A laugh escaped her, high and slightly manic. "Because I'm terrified. All that bravado earlier? Complete act. I’ve been terrified since Mordain gave me that quest, thinking I was going to die. And now that you saved me… I’m even more scared!"

“Of what?”

She stood abruptly, paced to the window, then back. Her boots—which she was still wearing for some reason—whispered against the carpet. "I've read every text on human anatomy and sexual response in the restricted section. Memorized diagrams. Studied technique manuals from seven different cultures.”

“You’ve put plenty of that knowledge to the test already,” Chaddick grinned. “I’d say you’ve studied well.”

“But this is different…”

“You mean sex? I don’t think so. You’ll be fine, Tiriel. I’ll go slow. If you want me to stop, I’ll stop. I want you to have fun and enjoy yourself.”

“I know. It’s just… theory and practice are—" She gestured helplessly. "The books don't mention how your stomach feels like it's full of pixies. Or how your hands shake. Or how everything feels too much and not enough at the same time."

He sat on the bed where she'd been. The mattress dipped under his weight, the springs creaking softly. "We don't have to—"

"Finish that sentence and I will fireball you." She spun to face him. The robe flared, revealing one pale thigh. "I want this. I want you. I’m just…"

She moved closer. Her hand rose, hesitated, then landed on his chest. Her fingers were cold from nerves. They traced a scar that ran along his ribs—a training accident from third year.

"Since you carried me across that stream, I've been cataloguing my physical responses, trying to make sense of it all.”

“How romantic,” he teased.

“To me, it is. I’ve never experienced any of this before. Elevated heart rate when you're near. Difficulty concentrating. Intrusive thoughts about your mouth. Your hands." Her fingers spread across his chest. He felt his heart beating under her palm as if to prove her point. "Like right now. Your pulse just jumped."

He caught her wrist. Her pulse fluttered against his thumb like a trapped bird. "Yours too. If you’re nervous, though, why don’t you get Goldie?"

Her eyes widened, green as forest shadows. "You want her here?"

"You want her here." His thumb stroked the inside of her wrist. She shivered. "Don’t you? Every time we’ve been together she’s been there. She makes you feel bold, doesn’t she? If that’s what makes you feel comfortable, why not? What you want is all that matters, Tiriel. We have plenty of time to work up to being alone if that’s what you want later on."

“You don’t mind?”

Chaddick chuckled. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” he whispered. “But I like Goldie too. We’re a team, the three of us. And we can be a team in the bedroom, too, if that’s what works. There are no rules we have to follow, as far as I’m concerned.”

Tiriel smirked slightly, a tiny upturn at the corner of her lips. “You know, I’m not very good at following rules anyway.”

“That’s more Goldie’s thing, isn’t it?”

The elf pulled away, the silk whispering against her thighs as she crossed to the doorway, a little unsteady on her trembling legs. "Goldie? Could you... would you come here?"

Chaddick heard her footsteps immediately, too fast for someone who hadn't been listening. Goldie appeared in the doorway, ears forward, alert. Her tail already betrayed her, swishing in nervous arcs.

“Yes?”

The Paladin had changed into loose sleeping clothes—soft cotton that had seen better days. Or maybe the threadbare fabric was supposed to be that way, delicate and seductive. She must have borrowed it from Tiriel's closet, because it was not Goldie’s practical style. The shirt was too big, slipping off one shoulder, the shorts too short, showing a lot of luscious leg.

She froze when she took in the scene. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air, taking in the scent of bath oils, Chaddick’s excitement, and Tiriel’s nerves.

"Is everything—?" Her voice cracked as her big brown eyes fell on Chaddick’s bare chest. “Um… Is everything okay?”

"We were hoping you'd join us," Tiriel said. The words tumbled out too fast. "I mean, I’d feel better. But only what you're comfortable with. No pressure. We just thought—I thought—maybe you'd want—"

Goldie blushed. “This is your night, I don’t want to intrude. Your first time is special.”

“It is,” Tiriel smiled, blushing too. “And I want you to be with me. Is… is that weird?”

Goldie blinked and her tail stilled, as if she didn’t know how to answer that question. Maybe it was weird, but so was their entire arrangement. Goldie liked her rules, but she seemed to be realizing the rules didn’t apply here.

Chaddick watched the confusion pass over her face, then crooked a finger at her. "Be a good girl and come here."

The Canin’s whole body shuddered with pleasure at those words. Her ears flattened against her skull, then perked straight up. A whine built in her throat that she couldn't quite suppress. She moved forward, each step fighting against invisible resistance. "That's completely unfair, sir."

"But effective. I’ve got you figured out Miss Guardlight." He patted the bed beside him with a wink. The sound was soft but seemed loud in the charged quiet. "Sit. We’re not going to ask you to do anything you don’t want to do. Tiriel’s just nervous and would feel better with another woman at her side."

Goldie sat. The mattress sank, tilting her toward him. Her bare thigh pressed against his. Even through the towel, he felt her heat. Her tail thumped against the mattress in a rapid rhythm she couldn't control. “What do you want me to do, sir?”

"Here's what's going to happen." He kept his voice low, noting how her ears lifted to listen. "You're going to help me show Tiriel a good time. Hold her hands when she needs it. Tell her how well she's doing. Keep her steady. Can you do that for me?"

"Yes." The word was more breath than sound.

He patted her head. "Such a good girl."

A whimper escaped her. Her whole body trembled. Her hands clenched in her lap.

Tiriel watched them like she was observing a magical experiment. "Fascinating…”

“What’s that?” Chaddick couldn’t hide his amusement.

“Her behavioral conditioning,” the elf breathed. “I hadn’t noticed before. But praise from you triggers an immediate emotional response that bypasses conscious thought. Her pupils doubled in size. Breathing rate increased. I should document—"

Chaddick stood, caught her face in his hands, and kissed her.

Her mouth opened in surprise. He took advantage, deepening the kiss. She tasted like mint tea and shivered with nervous energy. Her hands fluttered, then gripped his shoulders. Her nails dug in when he nipped her bottom lip.

When he pulled back, her lips were swollen. Her breathing came in short gasps.

"Less analysis." He traced her jaw with his thumb. "More participation."

"Right. Yes. Participating." Her hands went to her robe ties, fumbled with the silk knot. "Should I—?"

"Let me."

He undid the knot with deliberate slowness. The silk whispered as it loosened. The robe parted, revealing a strip of pale skin from throat to navel. She wore simple cotton panties underneath—practical white that somehow looked more appealing than any elaborate lingerie.

And the boots. Knee-high leather with brass buckles. Pale stockings ruffled at her milky white thighs.

"The boots stay on," she insisted. “I don’t care if you think it’s weird, or—"

"Wouldn't dream of asking you to remove them."

"Good." Her gaze dropped to his towel. "Then… it’s your turn."

He let the towel drop.

Both women stared. Tiriel's mouth fell open. Goldie made a sound between a whine and a groan.

"It’s shocking every time..." Tiriel's voice was faint. "You’re significantly above average based on my anatomical research, you know. The mean length is typically—"

He kissed her again, harder this time. Then, he walked her backward until her legs hit the bed. She fell back with a surprised squeak. He followed her down, catching his weight on his forearms.

"Stop talking." He kissed along her jaw to her ear. "Unless it's to tell me what you want."

"I don’t know what—" Her breath hitched as he found a sensitive spot below her ear. "Oh. That's... do that again."

He did, tracing the shell of her ear with his tongue. She squirmed beneath him, hips rising to press against his stomach. The cotton between them was already damp.

"Goldie." He didn't look up. "Hold her hands. Keep her still for me."

Movement on the bed. Goldie's weight shifting the mattress. She took Tiriel's hands with surprising gentleness, guiding them above the elf's head.

"Like this?"

"Perfect."

The praise made her tail thump harder.

He worked his way down Tiriel's throat until he found the spot where her neck met her shoulder. When he kissed her there, she gasped. He traced her collarbone with his tongue, enjoying the way she shivered beneath him. She tasted like lavender soap and clean sweat.

"Please." Her hips rolled, seeking friction. "Chaddick, I need you—"

"Patience." He kissed lower, between her breasts.

"You're doing fine." Goldie's voice was rough. "And you look beautiful. Just let him show you how it’s done. He’s… got plenty of experience, I think. And the reviews I heard were quite raving.”

Chaddick took his time, tracing patterns on her stomach with his tongue. Licking a spot just inside her hip bone made her whole body jerk. He teased her there, then on the other side, as Goldie kept the elf’s arms pinned above her head. The Canin continued to murmur comforting things in Tiriel’s ear, and Chaddick noticed that she was squeezing her thighs together as she watched. She was obviously enjoying the show. That was good.

Tiriel’s panties were soaked through now. He could smell her arousal through the thin fabric, sharp and sweet and delicious.

When his mouth finally pressed against her through the fabric, she nearly bucked him off.

"Oh gods." Her voice broke. "Is that—? How are you—? Oh gods, yes…. Please, like that. More…"

He hooked his fingers in the cotton, pulling the panties down her thighs. They caught on her boots. He left it tangled around her ankles.

The first touch of his tongue against bare skin made her cry out.

Her thighs clamped around his head instantly, then relaxed, trembling. She tasted sharp and sweet, already so wet that his tongue slid easily through her folds. He started slowly, with broad strokes from bottom to top, learning her most intimate geography.

Goldie watched with her mouth hanging open, panting heavily. A deep scarlet flush had crept up her neck, and Chaddick noticed her tongue moving in her mouth as if she were imagining doing what he was doing. She kept Tiriel’s hands pinned, and the elf writhed against her, not really trying to escape but seeming to enjoy the sensation of being restrained.

Tiriel let out a sharper gasp when he brushed over her clit. Her hips jerked up. The little bundle of nerves was swollen, peeking out from its hood. He circled it with his tongue, not quite touching directly.

"Uuungh! Please, please…." Her voice broke on the word. Her thighs tensed again. "Gods that feels good. More! Don’t stop! Mmmmm, Chaddick….”

He gave her what she wanted, sealing his lips around her clit and sucking gently. Her whole body went rigid. A keening sound escaped her. He pulled back before she could tip over.

"No! I was so close!"

He grinned, then licked a long stripe through her wetness, before settling into a rhythm. He made steady passes with the flat of his tongue until her breathing changed, became ragged. Her thighs started to shake—little tremors he could feel against his shoulders.

When he judged she was ready, he slid one finger inside her. She was drenched, but tight. His finger went in easily only for her inner walls to clamp down. He’d never fingered her during their previous encounters, never penetrated either of them. Tiriel seemed completely unprepared for the sensation.

"Oh gods." Her hips rolled, trying to take him deeper. "That's... uuungh, yes..."

He added a second finger, having to work it in slowly. She was so tight around just two fingers—his cock was going to destroy her, unless she was completely relaxed and ready. The thought made him throb harder against the mattress.

He curled his fingers up, searching. There—a slightly rougher patch on her front wall. He pressed against it.

Her back arched off the bed. Mouth open. No sound came out for a moment, then a wail that probably woke half the hotel. Her inner muscles clenched rhythmically around his fingers. Wetness flooded his palm.

He worked her through it, gentling his touch as her body went from rigid to shaking to limp.

"That was..." She panted, unable to form words. "So… so… far beyond my theoretical expectations."

Chaddick’s cock throbbed, heavy between his legs. A drop of moisture beaded at the tip.

Goldie stared at it, licked her lips. "Can I? Please, Master… I… need to help. It’s my job…"

Chaddick glanced at Tiriel, who was in a daze from her climax. She needed time to recover before he took things any further. He positioned himself so that Goldie could wriggle between his legs. "I’m not going to argue with that.”

She released Tiriel’s wrists and scrambled forward over the elf’s dazed body, lowering her head between Tiriel’s thighs to Chaddick’s cock. Her first lick was tentative. Just the tip of her tongue against the head. She shivered with delight at the taste of him, her tail thumping. Then she took him all the way into her mouth, until she gagged against the tip.

Chaddick groaned. His fingers, still wet with Tiriel’s juices, stroked the side of Goldie’s face and tangled in her hair as she bobbed her head up and down his length. Her throat tightened around his head, creating an incredible suction. She gazed up at him with tears of strain in her big brown eyes, her cheeks hollowing each time she pulled back. Her lips were getting fat and puffy as they stretched around his girth.

“Fuck, that’s good,” he gasped.

“Good girl, Goldie,” Tiriel whispered. She had a hand between her thighs, stroking herself as she watched, getting herself ready for the next stage. “You’re taking his cock so good. Mmmm, that’s so hot. Take him deep. Take him until you gag. Oooh, gods, watching you makes me so wet.”

Goldie’s tail was wagging frantically as she worked, clearly enjoying the elf’s praise. Listening to Tiriel moan was bringing Chaddick closer to the brink, too. Then the Canin’s hand found that spot—the pressure point below his balls. She pressed him just right, and he felt himself engorge even further, swelling in her mouth.

Lightning shot up his spine. His hips jerked forward. He was seconds away from filling Goldie’s throat.

"Stop." He pulled her off, gasping. "Not yet."

She licked her lips, looking proud and slightly dazed. "You don’t want to finish, Master?"

"Not yet,” he said again. “First it’s Tiriel's turn. This is her night, remember?"

The elf had propped herself on her elbows, watching with dark eyes. Her chest still heaved. "I'm ready. I think. I’m so horny that even if I’m not ready, I want it."

Goldie slid back up the mattress, laying next to Tiriel as Chaddick positioned himself between the elf’s legs. The head of his cock brushed against her entrance. She was soaking wet, but he could see the nervousness in how her stomach muscles tensed.

"If you need to stop—"

"Don’t,” she panted. “Just do it."

"Yes, Ma’am."

He pressed forward. Just the head at first. The resistance from her body as it fought the intrusion was surprising, given how wet she was. He had to push harder than expected just to get the tip inside. The tight ring of muscle at her entrance gripped him like a vice.

She went completely still beneath him. Her breath caught, held, then came out in a shaky exhale. Her stomach muscles tensed.

"Oh." Her hands gripped the sheets hard enough that her knuckles went white. "You're very... this is quite... the dimensions are significant."

He could feel her body trying to adjust. Little spasms around the head of his cock. Fighting between trying to push him out and pull him in. He held still, letting her get used to it, even though every instinct screamed at him to thrust forward.

He pushed in another inch. The wet heat of her was incredible, but gods, the tightness. He'd been with virgins before, but this was something else. Maybe because she was an elf, smaller frame despite her curves. Or maybe because she was so tense with nerves.

Then again, he was bigger than he was used to, too, thanks to Goldie’s trick with the pressure point.

Her mouth fell open. No sound came out. Her chest rose and fell in rapid, shallow breaths. A flush spread from her cheeks down her neck, across her chest.

From beside her, Goldie reached between them and pulled the robe all the way open, exposing her breasts and stomach. She watched Chaddick as she began to caress and massage Tiriel’s heavy breasts, helping her to take her mind off the pain and pressure between her legs.

"Breathe," he reminded the elf. “Try to relax.”

She sucked in air like she'd been drowning. Let it out shakily. Her inner walls fluttered around him with the exhale.

"It's so much." Her voice came out high, strained. "You're so big. I feel so full and you're not even—how much more?"

He looked down. He was maybe a third of the way in. "About half," he bluffed, hoping to make her feel better.

"Half?" Her eyes went wide, pupils blown. "There's no possible way I can take more—"

"There is." He withdrew slightly. She whimpered at the drag of him pulling out. Then he pressed forward again, slightly deeper than before.

“Aaaahhh,” she groaned. “Oooh, yes.”

Her body gave way incrementally, accepting another inch.

“See, your body knows what to do."

Goldie moved closer, her hand settling on Tiriel's lower stomach. "I can feel it. Feel him inside you. Gods, look."

There was a slight bulge where the head of his cock pressed inside her. Goldie pressed down gently.

"Oh, goodness." Tiriel's head fell back. "That's... do that again."

Goldie pressed down on Tiriel's lower stomach, and he felt the pressure from inside—her hand pushing against his cock through Tiriel's belly. The sensation was bizarre and incredibly arousing.

He withdrew a few inches, then pressed forward again. The drag was intense. Every ridge and vein of his cock felt magnified by how tightly she gripped him. Another inch disappeared inside her. Her wetness eased the way, but barely.

"Gods," Tiriel gasped. "It feels like… my insides are rearranging themselves. You’re just… everywhere."

He could feel it too—how deep he was reaching inside her small frame. Another thrust, another inch. Her body fought him less now, inner muscles relaxing incrementally as he exhausted her. He watched his cock disappearing into her pussy, mesmerized by the sight. Her lower lips stretched obscenely around his girth, pink and glistening.

Goldie's hand pressed again, and he groaned. The added pressure made everything tighter. Made him hyperaware of every inch sliding inside.

One more push and his hips met hers. His balls pressed against her ass. He was completely buried inside her, and he could feel the end of her—his cock pressed against her deepest point.

“Ooooh, gods, Chaddick. I’m so full. It aches. My pussy is tearing in two.”

He had to hold still, had to breathe. Had to not come immediately from the vice grip of her no longer virgin body around him. Sweat dripped down his spine. His arms trembled from holding himself up, from fighting the urge to rut into her like an animal.

Tiriel's chest heaved beneath him. Her hands clutched at his shoulders, nails digging in. Her inner walls fluttered and clenched around him in random spasms as her body tried to accommodate his size.

"How is it?" Goldie asked, voice full of wonder and curiosity. She bit her lip, teasing the elf’s nipples as her eyes locked on Chaddick’s so that he knew it was for his benefit as much as the elf’s.

"Like being split apart in the best way?" Tiriel laughed breathlessly. "Full. So full. That’s the only word I can think of. I can feel him everywhere, like my body was made to hold him. The texts really understated the intensity of penetrative—oh!"

He'd started to move. Slow, shallow thrusts. Building up. Her wetness helped him move, but she was still incredibly tight around him.

"Oh yes." Her legs wrapped around his waist. "More like that. Harder. Mmmm, yes! Chaddick, I need you—"

Taking longer strokes, he thrust into her with more force. The bed creaked with each push. Her breasts bounced in Goldie's loose grip. Sweat beaded between them.

Goldie slid her hand back down Tiriel's stomach, pressing down, adding pressure that made the elf wail.

“It feels amazing, Master,” she whimpered, her tail beating the bed. “She’s so full. Your cock is huge!”

"Please," Tiriel gasped. "Chaddick, please. I need you to cum inside me.”

He was ready, but he wanted to bring her along for the ride too. He shifted his angle, found the spot inside her that made her whole body clench. Along with the added pressure from Goldie’s hand, his increased pace drove Tiriel completely wild.

“Yes, yes, gods yes!”

Her inner walls suddenly clenched around him—hard. Then again, rhythmic contractions that rippled from base to tip. Each squeeze pulled at him, milking him. Her back arched so severely he thought she might hurt herself. Her mouth opened wide, and the scream that came out was raw, primal. It echoed off the suite's walls.

The rhythmic clenching of her body was his undoing. The pressure that had been building at the base of his spine exploded outward. His balls drew up tight. The first pulse hit him so hard his vision went white at the edges.

He groaned—or maybe roared—he couldn't tell. His hips jerked forward, pressing impossibly deeper as he released inside her. Each pulse was intense, almost painful. Three, four, five strong spurts. His cock throbbed with each one, pumping everything he had into her.

Her body was still clenching around him, drawing out his orgasm longer than usual. He could feel his release filling her, nowhere for it to go in her tight channel except deeper into her womb. The thought made him throb again, a final weak pulse.

His arms gave out. He barely caught himself on his elbows to avoid crushing her. They were both gasping like they'd run for miles. He could feel her heart hammering against his chest where they were pressed together. Could feel the little aftershock trembles still running through her body, making her inner walls flutter around his oversensitive cock.

"That was… messy." Goldie's observation was barely a whisper. Her eyes were fixed on where they were still joined. Where his release was beginning to leak out around his softening cock. "Can I—would you let me—?"

"Please, Chaddick." Tiriel's voice was rough. "Let her clean us up."

“Go on then,” Chaddick said, letting out an exhausted laugh as he slipped the rest of the way out of Tiriel’s creamy slit. “Show us what a good girl you can be, Goldie. But start with her.”

Goldie whined in excitement as she buried her face between Tiriel’s thighs. She lapped at the elf with a wide, flat tongue, scooping up every drop of Chaddick’s seed that tried to escape. Tiriel writhed through another smaller orgasm from the attention, as Chaddick stroked the Canin’s ears.

Goldie's attention shifted from Tiriel to Chaddick. Her eyes were dark with need, her tail still beating a nervous rhythm against the sheets.

"And you, sir?" she asked again, voice barely above a whisper. “Can I clean you as well?”

Chaddick nodded, running his fingers through her hair. "Go ahead."

Goldie practically pounced on his cock, pushing his half-soft length over her tongue and into the back of her throat. Then she pressed that pressure point again, her eyes widening as he thickened instantly, despite his recent release. The Canin's tail wagged faster as she felt him hardening and growing.

Goldie's tongue traced up the underside of his shaft as she started to suck. The wet heat made his breath catch. She paused at the head, swirling once, twice. Her hand wrapped around the base, stroking in counterpoint to her mouth.

His cock twitched. Blood rushed back in full force until he was rock hard once more, which—hero or not—should have been impossible after how hard he’d just come in Tiriel.

Goldie’s tail hammered the mattress. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump matched the pulse now throbbing through his length. She took him deeper, hollowing her cheeks. The suction pulled a groan from his chest.

"Goooood girl." He stroked and patted her head.

A full-body shudder ran through her. Her ears flattened back, then shot forward. The humming sound she made vibrated through him. His fingers curled in her hair, soft as silk between his knuckles.

She pulled back until just the tip rested on her tongue. Her eyes flicked up to meet his—dark brown irises obliterated by the black pools of her pupils blown wide. Then she dove down again, taking him to the back of her throat.

His hips jerked. The sheets tangled around his legs as his thighs tensed.

Her free hand slid lower, finding his balls. She cupped him and squeezed, like she wanted to pump his seed into her throat.

Lightning crackled up his spine. His cock surged harder, swelling in her mouth. The pressure built at the base, that familiar tightening that said his body was ready to oblige.

"Fuck." The word came out strangled. "Goldie, that's—"

She pressed harder. Her tongue worked the sensitive underside while her lips stretched around his girth. Saliva dripped down his length, making everything slick and hot and perfect.

The tail wagging intensified. Her whole body swayed with the motion, radiating pure satisfaction.

Tiriel shifted on the bed. The silk robe whispered as she moved closer. Her hand settled on Goldie's hip, fingers splayed across warm skin as she tugged the Canin’s pajama bottoms down to expose her firm, muscular ass.

"Your turn, Goldie." The elf’s words came out breathless. "You've been so good, taking care of both of us. Good girls deserve treats, don’t they?"

Goldie's rhythm faltered. A whimper escaped around Chaddick's cock. Her hips jerked as Tiriel's fingers slipped between her thighs.

The elf's touch started tentative, exploring. Her fingertips traced through slick heat, learning the territory. Then she found what she was looking for. Applied pressure in slow circles.

Goldie moaned. The vibration traveled straight through Chaddick's length. His fingers tightened in her hair, knuckles pressing against her scalp.

"That's it." His voice came out rough, strained. "You just hold still for Tiriel. Let her play with you for a while."

Another shudder rippled through the Paladin. Her tail whipped against Tiriel’s stomach as the elf pressed closer. Goldie took him deeper, throat constricting around the head of his cock. Her hand squeezed at the base, the pressure making his balls draw up tight.

Tiriel's movements grew more confident. She matched the rhythm of Goldie's bobbing head. Two fingers slid inside while her thumb worked that sensitive bundle of nerves. Her other hand gripped Goldie's hip, steadying her.

The Canin's breath came in short gasps through her nose. Her whole body rocked between them. Taking Chaddick deeper while pushing back against Tiriel's hand.

The bed creaked. Springs protested with each movement. Goldie's tail went rigid, standing straight out. Her thighs clamped around Tiriel's hand.

A muffled cry vibrated through Chaddick's cock. Goldie’s throat spasmed, the suction intensifying as she came with a gush.

The pressure at the base of Chaddick’s spine exploded. He thrust deep into her throat. The first pulse hit like a fireball to the brain. He groaned through gritted teeth as release crashed through him.

Goldie took everything, her eyes never leaving his, even as she shivered with her own release. The massage of her constricting muscles, combined with the magic of her secret pressure point, drew out pulse after pulse of his release. Her throat worked, swallowing over and over as he filled her with an impossible rush of cream.

The room filled with the sounds of their combined pleasure—gasps, whimpers, the creak of bedsprings. Goldie's whole body tensed again, her tail going rigid as Tiriel brought her over the edge a second time.

When he was finally finished filling her, Goldie broke off, gasping.

All three of them collapsed onto the massive bed in a tangle of limbs and satisfied exhaustion.

"Goodness, that was..." Tiriel started, then laughed breathlessly. "I don't think there are adequate words."

"Better than your research suggested?" Chaddick teased.

"Significantly." She snuggled against his side. "Though I may need additional data points for comparison."

Goldie made a contented sound, already half-asleep with her head on Chaddick's chest. Her tail thumped lazily a few more times before stilling.

Chaddick pulled the blankets over all three of them, his arms around both women. “Any time.”

"Thank you," Tiriel whispered into the darkness. "Both of you."

"Always," Chaddick murmured back, already drifting toward sleep.

The expensive sheets were ruined. The room smelled like sex and satisfaction. Only one mystery remained.

“Tiriel?” he whispered.

“Yes?”

The elf was curled in the middle of the bed, still wearing those boots, now with stockings thoroughly destroyed. Goldie pressed against her back, tail draped possessively over both of them. Chaddick on Tiriel's other side, arm pulling both women close.

“Are we ever going to see you without those boots on?”

Goldie let out a snort of laughter, clearly not asleep yet.

Tiriel froze. “Umm… yes… obviously. It would be weird if I never took them off.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“You might as well tell us now, elf,” Goldie said, her tail thumping with amusement. “Whatever your dirty little secret is. We’re your party now. You can’t be hiding things from us.”

“It’s just…” Tiriel’s voice quivered. “I need to do something, first. We still have some Widdershrooms, don’t we?”

Her voice trailed away so quietly that the others didn’t hear.

“Let me guess,” Goldie said. “You’re part demon. You’ve got hooves, don’t you? Wait, no. Your feet are just really smelly!”

Tiriel sighed and blushed. “No! I suffered a minor magical backlash during an experiment a few months ago, and I was hoping to reverse it before—”

“Just tell us!” Chaddick and Goldie shouted at once.

“I have extra toes!” she shouted back, her eyes brimming with tears. “And they’re hideous. I’m a mutant. A freak! A… a… seven toed weirdo!”

Goldie sat upright, all traces of exhaustion erased from her features. “Oh, this I have to see.”

“Will you show us?” Chaddick asked. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.”

Tiriel hesitated. Her fingers twisted in the sheets. She opened her mouth, closed it again.

That was all the invitation they needed.

Chaddick lunged for her left boot. Goldie grabbed the right. Tiriel yelped and tried to kick free.

"No! Wait!" Her legs flailed. "I need to prepare you first—"

"No secrets," Goldie growled, wrestling with the first buckle. Her fingers worked the brass clasp. "We're a team."

Chaddick got his buckle undone. The leather loosened around Tiriel's calf. She tried to pull her leg away, but he held fast. "You've seen all of us. Fair's fair."

"This is different!" Her voice pitched higher. She grabbed for her boot but Goldie pinned her hands. "You don't understand—"

The left boot came off first. Chaddick tossed it aside. The stocking beneath was silk, clinging to her calf. He peeled it down slowly, revealing pale skin inch by inch.

Goldie got her boot off next. The right stocking followed.

Tiriel stopped struggling. She lay rigid between them, eyes squeezed shut. Her breath came in short, panicked gasps. "Please don't look."

Chaddick looked.

Five normal toes. Then two tiny extra ones on each side, barely the size of his thumbnail. Pink and perfect and absolutely adorable.

He burst out laughing.

Goldie joined him a heartbeat later. Her tail wagged so hard it thumped against the mattress like a drum. "These? These are what you've been hiding?"

"They're hideous!" Tiriel's eyes flew open, brimming with tears. "I told you—"

"They're tiny." Chaddick caught one of her feet, examining the miniature digits. They wiggled when he touched them. "Look at them. They're so small!"

"Like little baby toes," Goldie cooed. She grabbed the other foot, squishing the extra toes gently between her fingers. "Oh my gods, they're precious."

"Stop mocking me!" A sob broke through. Tears spilled down Tiriel's cheeks. "I know they're grotesque—"

"We're not mocking you." Chaddick pulled her close. Her whole body shook with silent sobs. "Tiriel, look at me."

She wouldn't. Her face pressed against his chest, hot tears soaking his skin.

"Hey." He tilted her chin up. Forced her to meet his eyes. "We're laughing because they're cute. Not because they're disgusting."

"But they're—" Her voice cracked. "They're deformed—"

"They're you." Goldie pressed against her back, arms wrapping around both of them. "And we like you. All of you. Even the weird magical accident parts. And I’m not just saying that because we used all the Widdershrooms.” She paused. “But… we kinda did."

Fresh tears came harder. Tiriel's shoulders heaved. The crying turned from quiet to wracking sobs that shook her entire frame. All the fear and shame she'd been carrying poured out.

Chaddick held her through it. His hand stroked her hair while she cried herself empty. Goldie's tail curled around them both, warm and solid.

When the sobs finally quieted to hiccups, Tiriel pulled back. Her face was blotchy and red. Her nose ran. "You really don't think I'm a freak?"

"No more than the rest of us." Chaddick wiped her cheeks with his thumb. "I’m the Chosen One who never wanted to be Chosen. Goldie’s so good she’s practically a deviant…”

Goldie smacked him and rolled her eyes. “Master…”

“… and you've got extra toes,” he finished. “So what?"

"Everyone’s different," Goldie added. Her ears twitched forward. "That's what makes us work so well together, isn’t it? I usually think elves are awfully snobby, you know.”

“Hey!” Tiriel pouted.

“But despite my best efforts,” Goldie finished, “I haven’t been able to dislike you. Maybe it was your self-consciousness about those toes that I could sense? Either way, I like them. And I like you."

"Listen." Chaddick waited until both women looked at him. "Going forward, if either of you has trouble or concerns, we deal with it together. As a team. No more hiding. No more secrets."

"We're a party," Goldie said softly. Her tail thumped once. "That's like family."

"Family," Tiriel repeated. The word came out thick with emotion. "I… I have a family, but they don’t really accept me."

"Well, I don’t know about that. They might not understand you, but your father seems all right with your choices.”

“My family wouldn’t really approve of how I’m doing things either,” Goldie said. “But… I think I’m okay with that now that I have you two.”

“I don’t have any other family. But I don’t want either of you to have to give up yours. I just want you to know that, no matter what, I’ve got your back.” Chaddick pulled them both close. The blankets twisted around their legs. "Both of you. We're in this together. Anything you need, just ask."

Tiriel's breathing evened out. Her body relaxed incrementally, melting into their embrace.

“Did you really use all the Widdershrooms?” she whispered, finally.

“Sorry,” Goldie said. “I think so. I just gave Chaddick the whole bag.”

Tiriel sighed. “In that case, I guess there is one thing I need.”

“What’s that?” Chaddick asked.

The elf wriggled her toes. “New boots. These ones are too small, and they pinch!”

“Consider it done,” Chaddick said.

Goldie snuggled under the covers, her soft ears tickling his skin. Soon she was snoring softly, her breaths muffled against his shoulder. Tiriel yawned.

Chaddick felt sleep pulling at him, too. His eyes grew heavy.

"Thank you," Tiriel whispered one last time.

He was already drifting off, but managed a sleepy grunt of acknowledgment. His arms tightened around both women.

Outside, the city sounds faded to background noise. Inside, three hearts beat in comfortable proximity, each finding the rhythm of home.

Tomorrow, the prophecy quest awaited. Artemus was definitely plotting revenge. Questions about their payment from the Magistrate and the potential assassin loomed.

But tonight was theirs. Perfect in its messy, complicated, deeply satisfying glory.

Not a bad reward for a side-quest, if Chaddick had anything to say about it.

Maybe he’d try to squeeze in one more before answering the call of the Chosen One.

Maybe…

Just one more side-quest…
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To Be Continued in…

Okay, Maybe Just One More Side-Quest 2!

Coming Soon!
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I just want to say a huge thanks to everyone who's giving this new series a try, and to my amazing beta reading team for helping keep me in line. If you want to be the first to know when the next book comes out, make sure you give me a follow on Amazonand Facebook (Personal Profile here and Business Page here)


Indie publishing is an unpredictable career path, which I have recently been fortunate enough to take on full time. Of course, there are no guarantees in life. With some of the algorithm changes at Amazon having sudden and drastic effects on visibility, I've decided to branch out and spend more time interacting with fans. So I want to let you know where you can find me going forward:

I've now got the Pete's Plot Bunnies Discord server, where you can chat with me and other readers about your favorite Peter North series, and join future beta reading groups. I've also started Patreon and Subscribestar subscriptions for those who are interested in a little extra juicy content.

If you choose to join, your support helps me keep writing full-time, keep supporting my family, and keep building the worlds you enjoy, and perhaps best of all, it helps make sure every story gets an audiobook! The audio for Okay, Maybe Just One More Side-Quest… has already been lined up, and will be starting production in December.


In return for your support, you’ll get early chapters, behind-the-scenes content, bonus stories, sexy art, polls that shape future books, audio sneak peeks, and whatever other fun stuff I can come up with. 


Thanks again, and I hope you'll be joining Chaddick, Goldie, and Tiriel in their next adventure!



Also by Peter North
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HaremLit Series

Elemental Empire: Complete

Elemental Empire

Elemental Empire 2

Elemental Empire 3

Elemental Empire 4

Elemental Empire 5

Blood Rites: Complete

Blood Rites

Blood Rites 2

Blood Rites 3

Blood Rites 4

Blood Rites 5

Arcane Arctic: In Progress

Arcane Arctic 1

Arcane Arctic 2

Arcane Arctic 3

Arcane Arctic 4

Arcane Arctic 5

Arcane Arctic 6 (Pre-Order Now!)

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit: In Progress

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit 1

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit 2

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit 3

Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit 4

Ebonreach


Romance for Men

Maid for You (with Virgil Knightley)

Maid for You 2 (with Virgil Knightley)

Maid for You 3 (with Virgil Knightley)

A Goblin for Christmas

My Lovestruck Succubus Girlfriend

Stowaway Catgirl in Love

My Dragon Girl is the Spiciest Pepper

Petals and Thorns



Recommended Groups
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For HaremLit and Men's Romance recs, I suggest checking out the following pages on FB and Reddit:

Dukes of Harem FB

HaremLit Readers FB

HaremLit FB

HaremLit Audiobooks FB


Harem Fantasy and LitRPG BooksFB

Pulp Fantasy, Harem, and Romance for Men FB

Monster Girl Fiction FB

Harem GameLit FB

SuperLit Book Club (LitRPG) FB


Romance for Men FB

r/haremfantasynovels Reddit

r/romance_for_men Reddit

r/HaremLit Reddit


More Romance for Men options —> Check out the LinkTree
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