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      Korka, Hybarn

      Harvestfall of the 998th Winter

      

      A wave of arrows soared over Tarvo’s head, just as he’d expected.

      What he hadn’t anticipated was for them to continue flying past the flank of soldiers he’d set up as a ruse. They streamed past the squadrons ordered to stand firm; units positioned as a last buttress between the mages hidden behind them and the enemy.

      Those mages were their secret weapon. A dozen of their most powerful, standing ready to unleash a force against the king’s army the likes of which they’d never seen. It would cut days from the fight before it even truly began. Maybe weeks. Yet as the arrows landed directly on top of their location, Tarvo realized their secret had been uncovered.

      Cries of disbelief carried above his squadron of dwarves. Mutterings and grunts of confusion. He had brought every last dwarf he could spare into a formation that indicated to any skilled general where the Sparks would make their stand.

      Somehow, the king’s army had seen through it all.

      “By the ore of our ancestors!” Branwick stood beside Tarvo, one of several advisers surrounding him. Despite Tarvo’s protests, a half-dozen retinue soldiers stood by his side, insisting on being his protectorate. Branwick’s Emerald Sigil pin reflected the daybreak sun into Tarvo’s eye as he spoke, forcing him to squint. His horse, Max, shuffled beneath him, sensing his rider’s discomfort.

      Tarvo’s mind stilled, and everything around him slowed. They couldn’t lose this fight. Too much depended on it. Even if he didn’t pay off the debt to his kin this day, he surely didn’t want to add to it. Too much blood had already been spilled because of him.

      In a blink, time resumed its normal pace and the barrage slammed against an invisible barrier. Most of the arrows fell impotently to the ground.

      Tarvo breathed a heavy sigh of relief, pushing his helmet up slightly to rub his hairy forearm against his brow. The mages would have constructed the barrier in the precious few seconds before the attack landed. But even if they survived, if they were forced to spend their energy on defense, their presence was effectively negated. He had risked their lives for nothing.

      Behind the Sparks’ defenses lay the Korka marshland. Behind that, the city of Korkamoor itself. The walled city was a major Spark stronghold, and one of their last.

      Sweat beaded on Tarvo’s forehead, escaping the band of his helmet, crossing his ruddy cheeks, and soaking into his dark beard. A northerly wind brought a chill from the snowcapped peaks of the Shannon Mountains, hinting that the days of summer were coming to an end. But it did little to ease the heat that rose within him.

      A single question burrowed deep in his mind as though delivered by an arrow itself.

      How? Hardly anyone had known the mages were with them. Fewer still knew where they had been placed. Yet, the army’s first action had been to point their attention directly at that spot.

      A second volley followed the first.

      More cries from the dwarves ahead of him. Shouts now. Dissatisfaction with standing still while projectiles were hurled at their brothers and sisters.

      Tarvo steadied his breathing. This was no time for a panicked reaction. The instinct of every dwarf on the battlefield, including his own, was to charge headfirst with their ground forces.

      That had been the plan after all. Except the plan had also called for the mages to cull enemy numbers before they rushed forward. Somehow, that strategy had been anticipated.

      Despite the secrecy, despite the ruse.

      There was a spy among them. It was the only explanation.

      The fate of this fight rested solely on him. If the king had penetrated so deeply into his ranks, there was surely nobody he could trust. At least not fully.

      He took stock of the dwarves surrounding him. Men and women. Each one he knew had fought bravely.

      A third wave. The cloud of arrows was thicker than the first. This was no accident.

      This round split into two, and Tarvo realized what was happening a moment too late.

      Two-thirds carried on as the first volley had. The rest arced shorter and began their descent, right at him.

      Tarvo raised his shield just in time. His protectorate raised theirs as well, shielding both Max and themselves.

      His thigh burned with sudden intensity. Even before he looked to see the shaft rising from his leg, he knew he’d been hit.
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      Cuanmore, Ireland

      1995

      

      There was once a time, not long ago, when Rudy Schäfer had believed there would be something magical about baking strudel in a small coastal town. Now, he was beginning to think magic was a thing created by movie executives and the tourism industry.

      The late afternoon sun cast shadows from the tables and chairs along the bakery floor as orange and red hues spilled from the bay window over the pristine white tiles.

      Rudy dusted a hand over his apron, though the action was more about keeping his hands busy than wiping anything off them. The hours listed on the bakery door suggested he should have closed ten minutes ago, but it had become routine for the young, frizzy-haired woman to show up right before closing.

      His hands fidgeted, not out of anxiousness to close, but simply because he liked to keep moving as he waited for his last customer to leave.

      “Of course I’ll take a loaf of your sourdough,” Isabelle said, scanning the mostly emptied shelf. “And what else do you have left? Oh! That last baguette. I’ll take that too!”

      “I thought you said you live alone?” Rudy asked, raising an eyebrow as he wrapped the loaf in brown paper.

      “I do,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t have people to share it with. I keep telling everyone in town about you!”

      Rudy blushed as he set the baguette beside it. “I’m glad to hear it. I didn’t think you could possibly be eating all this bread by yourself.”

      “Goodness knows I could,” she said. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you’re using magic. I can’t seem to stop coming back!”

      “If only it were magic.” He was half serious but tried to make it come across as lighthearted. “It would make my job a whole lot easier. Maybe I could sleep in. Regardless, I’m grateful you’ve been spreading the word. That must be why business has picked up since you started coming by.”

      Isabelle put her hands on her hips, fingers creasing her olive-green skirt as she leaned forward to scan the crumbs on the remaining plates in the display case.

      “Oh, it couldn’t have made that much of a difference. I’ve only mentioned it to a few people here and there. They keep saying they’ve been wanting to come in ever since you opened. Well, like me, I guess they’ve just been putting it off. But you’ve been open for what? A year? I’m sorry I haven’t made the effort to come in sooner, but surely you’ve made enough connections in this town to make a real go of things?” She lifted an eye in his direction, gauging his reaction.

      She probably already knew the answer but was attempting to confirm whatever gossip she’d heard in her own shop. “To be honest,” Rudy said, “I haven’t spent much time outside the bakery. All of my energy has gone into getting this place up and running.”

      Only a handful of pastries remained in the display case, with mostly empty plates filling the small tiered shelves inside. Some of the plates had started the day empty, despite the little signs propped up in front of them that read things like “Krapfen (Jam-Filled Donut),” “Cremeschnitte (Vanilla Slice),” and “Zitronentarte (Lemon Tart).” He wasn’t offering nearly as many goodies as he had when he first opened.

      There had been a lot of spoiled pastries back then, and he hated to see so many treats go to waste. As the months passed, he had been forced to cut back. He wasn’t broke, not yet, but he didn’t have an infinite amount of money to spend on pastries that would only end up in the rubbish bin. The past week Isabelle's word-of-mouth marketing would explain the steady increase in traffic, but even that surge had not been enough to break even each day, never mind begin to pay back the sizable investment it had taken to open.

      Isabelle nodded. “That would be why most of the town doesn’t know you exist. You need to get yourself out there, let people try your pastries so they have to come back for more.”

      Rudy had considered that. But he didn’t want to be a burden to the townsfolk. He would much rather have them come in on their own terms. He was a newcomer here. It would be better if he stuck to what he did best. Bake.

      Sensing his hesitation, Isabelle straightened and pressed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “We’re really not that scary.” She paused, resting her fingers on the edge of her jaw. “Until you get to know us, that is.”

      She smirked, amused at herself.

      “Fear isn’t the issue,” Rudy said, almost too quickly. “I get up at three in the morning to start baking. So that means after I close for the afternoon, I have just enough time to eat a quick dinner before falling asleep.”

      Isabelle’s mouth fell open as she glanced at the clock behind him. “Oh goodness, I had no idea! And here I am rambling on like an idjit like always. I’m sure you want to close up shop. I’m so sorry, Rudy!”

      Rudy lifted a hand in protest. “No! Not at all, Isabelle. Actually, quite the opposite. I’ve appreciated your visits at the end of each day.” It was partially true. He should be closing earlier. These long days were getting to be too much for him. But he’d kept the shop open later hoping to attract more business. When Isabelle started coming, the extended hours paid off.

      Today especially, he’d been waiting for her arrival. But he’d keep his secret a bit longer. His fingers twitched at the edge of his apron, though, barely keeping the anticipation at bay.

      “I’ll be out of your hair in a moment. I see you have a Black Forest cake left; wrap that one up for me, please.” Isabelle pulled up the burgundy bag strapped over her shoulder and began digging inside it for her wallet.

      “Really, don’t rush; it’s all right,” Rudy said as he unfolded a small white box from the pile next to the counter.

      The front of each box was stamped with the words “Rudy’s Bakery” surrounding an image of a loaf of bread being pulled from a stone-fire oven. He had designed it himself, and he was right proud of it. His gaze wandered to the painted wood sign leaning against the wall beside the entrance. It had taken a while to get it just right, but he had finally found someone to craft one that matched. The background was painted green; the text, image, and border were raised and shimmered with gold paint. It was certainly eye-catching, but he’d yet to find time to get anyone to install it.

      Isabelle laid a few bills on the counter and caught his gaze still lingering on the sign. “Did you want me to get Ed to swing by and hang that for you?”

      “Ed? I’m not sure who he is. I don’t want to be a bother to anyone here, truly.”

      Isabelle’s thin lips curled into a smirk, pressing up her freckled cheeks. “I guess with your schedule I shouldn’t be surprised the two of you haven’t connected. Ed runs a local brewery. Decent guy, works really hard and makes incredible beer. O’Sullivan’s has it on tap and is probably one of the few small pubs on this side of the map that serves beer better than… well, I better not say that; people get mad. I don’t imagine you’ve gotten to the pub much either, have you?”

      Rudy shook his head slowly. He had been there, but only a couple times when he’d first arrived.

      “We all help each other out here.” Isabelle’s eyes met his with a softness he struggled to name. “I can’t imagine this place feels much like home with no friends.”

      Rudy wasn’t sure how to respond. He’d never been good at making friends. And he’d never truly felt comfortable calling any place home.

      But he wasn’t about to tell Isabelle that, or burden her with his life story.

      “And I bet he’d even be willing to do it in trade for some of your incredible pastries. You get Ed talking about the bakery, and I guarantee you’ll have a line out the door in no time.”

      Rudy imagined the shop filled with townsfolk, day after day, and couldn’t decide if that sounded wonderful or terrifying. Perhaps a little of both.

      “I’m used to doing things myself,” he said. “There’s no need to trouble Ed.”

      Isabelle’s brow furrowed as she tilted her head slightly.

      “Rudy, can I ask what brought you to Cuanmore?”

      The baker sighed. He’d been wondering that himself lately.

      “When I first saw this place, it seemed like a fantasy world come to life. The rolling hills, green fields, jagged coastline. I don’t know if I had ever seen a place so beautiful. And it was far enough from my old life that I thought I could make a fresh start here.” He met Isabelle’s eyes. “I thought it would be a place where I could feel comfortable. A place I could finally call home.”

      Rudy dusted his clean hands over his apron again.

      “Before I forget!” He reached toward a shelf below the counter and pulled out a second flattened white box from atop a stack of others. It had the same logo as the first but was larger. He unpacked it swiftly as Isabelle watched in confusion.

      “What’s this?”

      “You’ve been wanting to try the strudel ever since you started coming in here. Every day you seem disappointed that I’ve sold out.”

      Isabelle’s eyebrow arched. “Yes… but…”

      Behind the counter, Rudy had a separate cooler meant to store excess items he couldn’t fit in the display case. It would be useful to house extras of popular items so he could replenish them as they ran low. Lately, however, it had sat empty. Until today.

      Rudy reached inside and pulled out the strudel he’d set aside that morning.

      “Oh goodness!” Isabelle’s eyes lit up. “You didn’t have to go through any trouble! I truly could have come in earlier in the day. It’s just I…”

      “No trouble at all,” said Rudy, placing the strudel into the box. The sweet smell of apple and cinnamon mixing with the phyllo pastry caused his stomach to growl, reminding him it was nearly time for supper. “It’s been some time since I’ve had someone so enthusiastic about my baking. I thought it only right that you try my signature treat.”

      Isabelle flushed as she reached for her purse again. “Well, tell me how much I owe you!”

      Rudy held out the box with both hands. “Consider it my thanks for spreading the word about the shop. It’s certainly not a big finder’s fee. But I’d like to know what you think next time you’re in.”

      Isabelle reluctantly lowered her purse and added the box to the smaller one already tucked under her arm. “Well, thank you. Don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll come up with some way to repay you.”

      The baker smiled, turning both palms toward her. “No need. My reward is making other people smile.”

      “Well, you certainly have a knack for that.”

      Isabelle thanked him again as she pushed her shoulder into the door leading to the quiet streets. Rudy followed behind, ready to lock up for the night once she’d left.

      She paused momentarily, looking up at him with a question in her eyes.

      Rudy froze, suddenly fearful she might take his kind gestures as something more romantically inclined. It wasn’t the first time it had happened, and it made him wonder why being nice to someone was automatically mistaken for having ulterior motives.

      “Baker moves to a small town, gives away a strudel, and meets the girl of his dreams” would make for a great Christmas movie. But that wasn’t his story.

      “Rudy, you’ve been here for a year. I’m curious if you found what you were looking for when you decided to move here.”

      A smile crossed his lips. He didn’t want to say no. That might come across as insulting to Cuanmore, and if he were honest, he couldn’t find a single fault with the place. Not even if he tried.

      His guard was so let down that his German accent came through thicker than normal. “It’s a lovely town.” It was the best answer he could muster on the spot.

      Isabelle returned his smile. “Often, it takes more than a destination to make a place feel like home. As counterintuitive as it might sound, if you’re truly looking for a place to call home, you might need to step outside of the bakery now and then.”

      Rudy nodded, his gaze drifting past her to the street outside. Villagers were walking cheerfully in groups of two or three. Some held coffees, others bags of something they’d quickly run to pick up after their workday had ended. All wore smiles as they went about their business.

      The thing was, Cuanmore did feel homey. It was everything he had expected it to be.

      Still, there was a quiet discontentment stirring within him. One he thought he was leaving behind.

      “I’m sorry if I overstepped!” Isabelle said hurriedly. “All I meant was, Cuanmore’s magic is found in the people here. You wouldn’t believe most of the stories folks have, even if I told you. If you hang out at O’Sullivan’s long enough, you’ll see what I mean.”

      Something about her rushed tone snapped Rudy out of his thoughts. She must have mistaken the distant look on his face for annoyance.

      “Oh! No, I was just thinking, is all. I’ll consider your advice. Have a delightful evening.”

      Once the door closed behind her, Rudy shut the blinds and turned off the lights. He pressed his back against the wall and let out a long sigh.

      “Perhaps she’s right,” he said to nobody but himself. The next day was Sunday, so the bakery would be closed, after all. “A change might be what I need. If nothing else, I could sure use a pint.”
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      After a few hours of sitting at the bar, Rudy had realized two things:

      First, heading to the pub had been a good idea. Though he wasn’t sure if he’d made any friends, he had received a large number of pats on the back, “good ta see ya’s, and firm grips on his shoulder as men turned to a friend and said, “’Ave you tried the strudels at ’dis guy’s bakery?”

      Second, he’d had far more to drink than he’d intended.

      All the attention had led him to sipping nervously at his drink through every interaction. It didn’t take long for the nerves to be silenced, but by then he was happy to keep sipping. And since there were so many townsfolk glad to see him, most of whom he’d never encountered before, they were all more than willing to ensure that he never saw the bottom of his pint glass.

      At first, he had paused, mulling over whether it was the bar that was swaying, or if somehow, he, along with the rest of the pub’s patrons, had been cast adrift out to sea. It was only when he remembered the pub was not, in fact, on a ship that he had to conclude perhaps he’d had one or two too many.

      For the moment, he’d found steadiness on a stool by the bar. A stream of U2, The Cranberries, and Oasis treated his ears as he sipped on his latest pint, recovering from the prior flurry of socialization. It had been a long time since he’d engaged with that many people at once.

      He enjoyed the din of the surrounding patrons and was content to sit back and observe, rather than take part, for a stint before he gained enough capacity and motivation to make his way home.

      O’Sullivan’s itself wasn’t unlike many rural Irish bars. Stone walls decorated with a scattered mismatch of historical photographs, vintage beer advertisements, and nostalgic illustrations hung beside local hurling jerseys, sticks, and other sports memorabilia that seemed oddly out of place for a pub that didn’t have a single television screen on display.

      The dim lighting was less than flattering on most of its guests. The yellowed bulbs paled faces, cast deep-set shadows across wrinkles and flaws that would otherwise have been invisible. They also highlighted drifts of smoke that wafted from a dozen lit cigarettes, combining into a haze that hung above the room.

      Rudy leaned forward a little more, pulling himself away from the crowd and toward the comfort and sturdiness the bar provided. Isabelle had been right; this had been an enjoyable evening. But something still didn’t sit right with him. One night at a pub wouldn’t be enough to fix whatever was eating away at him. He scanned the room. Dozens of people enjoying themselves, getting on with each other and having the best of times.

      And yet he still felt horribly alone.

      “Everything okay there, friend?”

      Rudy’s attention shifted to the bartender. An attractive man, early thirties, with a dark brown mop of hair, clean-shaven, and baby-blue eyes that glinted in the yellowed light. His focus moved between Rudy and half a dozen other tasks he had on the go. In a motion so smooth it was clearly automatic, he lifted two pints that had been settling, one at a time, topped each of them off, and passed them onto a serving tray at the side of the bar. Without missing a beat, a blonde, curly-haired server in a black blouse appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, picked up the tray, and disappeared with it into the crowd.

      It was only when the bartender, Tim, turned back to give the baker his full attention that Rudy realized he was still waiting for a response and hadn’t asked as a formality.

      Rudy shrugged. “I’ve just been a little lost lately.”

      Tim smiled. “Well, you fit right in then. There are only two reasons people end up here alone. Either they’re trying to get lost, or hoping to be found.”

      “I imagine one’s easier to do than the other.” Rudy sniffed as he twisted his empty glass on the counter. His head was spinning enough that the sensation made him only a little dizzy. But there was something comforting about the movement as well.

      Tim’s smile only deepened as Rudy’s head bobbed along to a song by Blur that started playing on the jukebox.

      “Can I get you another one, friend?” Tim asked.

      Rudy set down his glass and gestured toward it. “By all means.”

      “Well, you’re in luck.” Tim pulled the tap and let the rich black brew flow into Rudy’s glass. “As long as you stop in here more than once, the outcome’s usually the same.”

      Between the music, the background noise, and a sudden inability to focus, Rudy was finding it tough to follow Tim’s words entirely. But he understood enough to realize Tim was getting after the same thing Isabelle was.

      “I don’t know about that,” he said. “Cuanmore isn’t quite sticking to me like I’d hoped.”

      Tim gave him a sidelong look and a brief nod but let the statement hang as he finished the pour and set the glass down to settle.

      “This was all supposed to be different,” Rudy continued, his head spinning, both from the beer and the thoughts swimming inside of it.

      Tim held a pint glass in one hand and a cleaning rag in the other. There was a sparkle in his eyes. It could have just been a reflection of one of the warm incandescent bulbs that hung from the ceiling, but Rudy could have sworn the man was amused.

      Rudy shook his head. I’ve been laughed at my entire life, why not from him too?

      “And how was it supposed to be?” Tim asked.

      He shrugged. What was he supposed to say to that? If the liquor hadn’t loosened his tongue, he was sure he wouldn’t have said exactly what was on his mind, but as it was, he replied, “I don’t know. I was hoping for a grand adventure. Maybe an experience that would allow me to finally feel like I’m the hero of the story, and not just some sad mensch who ends up a side character. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Do you know how many folk come through my bar thinking they’ve not accomplished much? You don’t need to go on some grand adventure to be a hero. You just need to be willing to stand up and accept the call when it’s time.”

      “I don’t mean… I’m not expecting to join a wizard on some quest. I just want to find a place I can call home and mean it.”

      “Rudy.” Tim took two steps toward him, resting his arms on the bar as he leaned forward. “How long have you been in Cuanmore? Two months?”

      Rudy tried to meet the man’s gaze but found it increasingly hard to focus. It was just as well; maybe he wouldn’t have to see the disappointment on the bartender’s face. A lump formed in his throat. “It’ll be a year by month’s end.”

      “A year!” Tim pushed himself off the bar, standing up straight so quickly it caused Rudy to jump. “And you’ve only come to O’Sullivan’s once in all that time! Friend, you’ve maybe put the time in, but you’ve hardly given it a chance!”

      The sudden burst of adrenaline brought things back into focus. Rudy expected to see judgment in Tim’s expression, but it was more like amusement. “You would say that.”

      Though he hadn’t meant it to be funny, Tim let out a laugh so genuine that it cut through the ice in Rudy’s mood. There was no holding back his own grin.

      He gave his head a quick shake, which ended up being a bad idea, as it caused the room to spin. Closing his eyes, Rudy hoped he could play it off. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be a downer.”

      “Friend, a year is hardly any time to get a business off the ground, never mind in a new town. You’ve got to give it some time. Take it from someone who runs a business of his own.”

      Rudy’s eyes widened. “You own this place?” Here he was, thinking he’d been speaking to an employee.

      “Aye, and let me tell you, a lot of hours go into looking after a pub, making sure it runs properly. Luckily, the kids are a little older now. At least when they’re off at school, they’re not demanding their parents’ attention twenty-four seven.”

      “You’ve got kids?” Rudy asked.

      “You sound surprised,” Tim replied, his smile deepening. His eyes shone with pride. “My wife and I have two. James and Kathy. They’re constantly at each other’s throats, but I guess that’s to be expected.”

      Rudy nodded, as if he had any idea.

      “And you’ve never married?” Tim asked. “You don’t have kids of your own?”

      He shook his head. It wasn’t something he wanted to get into.

      “It’s difficult finding the right person,” Tim continued, either not picking up on Rudy’s sudden discomfort, or aware of it enough to fill the silence. “Well, you never know. Oftentimes, people find the one when they least expect it.”

      “It’s a bit of a touchy subject.” Rudy studied his pint, letting the cool glass against his hand still his mind. “If we’re going to keep things lighthearted, it’s probably best we choose another topic.”

      He glanced up to gauge Tim’s reaction.

      The bartender simply gave him a nod of understanding and was quickly distracted by a shaggy-haired young man who approached to order a round for his table.

      As Tim pulled another pint, Rudy was content to continue working on his own. Even with a few behind him, he was still in awe of the layers of chocolate and coffee, rich aroma, and velvet mouthfeel; the dark, smooth stout was a near-perfect brew. There were good things about this sleepy town. The beer was one of them.

      Rudy finished his pint and set the glass down on the polished surface, turning his head to find where the bartender had gone. His vision shifted slower than his head did, and he had to steady himself with the bar to keep from toppling over.

      “Last one,” Tim said, appearing out of nowhere. He swapped the empty glass for a fresh pint. “I know what it’s like to have a rough go of it. This one’s on the house.”

      Rudy waved a hand to dismiss the concern, even as the alcohol warmed his cheeks.

      “You’re not such a bad guy,” Rudy said, his words slowing. “I appreciate the chat.”

      “In Ireland, we call it having good craic,” Tim said, “and ’tis what I’m here for.”

      “Either way.” Rudy struggled to form the words he was thinking. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized the stout was loosening his tongue. These weren’t feelings he’d normally discuss. “I came here in search of a new life. I just didn’t think it’d be such a lonely one. Other than the few customers coming into the bakery, I have nobody else to talk to. No family. No friends.”

      Rudy held his palm down on the bar top to keep the room from swaying.

      Can’t let him know how much I’m struggling. But Tim hadn’t said anything to him yet, so maybe he was doing a good enough job of pretending to be sober.

      “No friends?” Tim’s mouth fell open as he lifted a hand over his heart. “What about me?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” said Rudy, “but you’re only talking to me because I keep buying pints.”

      Tim lowered his hand, picked up a rag, and started wiping a spot on the bar where there was a small pool of stout.

      I didn’t spill that, did I? No, must have been from when he passed me the glass.

      “Everyone has to meet somehow,” Tim said. “Just because I own the bar doesn’t mean I don’t care about my customers. This isn’t Berlin. People here care about each other. No matter what their story.”

      Rudy barely heard him. “Every sad mensch thinks the barkeep is his friend until it’s time for last call.” He nodded to the server leaving with another round of freshly poured pints. “Speaking of which, I’ll have another one of those as well.”

      “Speaking of last call,” said Tim, “I’m afraid that’s all for tonight, my friend. Even if that wasn’t the last pour, I’d need to cut you off. That last one went straight to yer head.”

      Rudy nodded, believing his point proven. “Yeah, figures.”

      Tim leaned forward once again, resting his elbows on the bar. His head closed in toward Rudy as if he were about to share a secret. Lowering his voice, he said, “You might not remember me asking you this in the morning, but we’ve got a pretty friendly group of lads. You might have met some of them. My wife Shay, Moira who runs the deli down the road, then there’s Ed the brewer, Isabelle from the tea shop, and Michael… well, Michael’s quite the character. Everyone wishes he’d come around more often than he does. Still, you’re more than welcome to join us. Sleep tonight off, and then come around next week. We meet Tuesday nights.”

      Rudy squinted. “Meet to do… what, exactly?”

      Tim barked a laugh. “Nothing to be that suspicious about! Come on now. Just a few of us getting together for some good craic and Dungeons and Dragons.”

      “Dungeons and… what now?”

      Rudy’s attention faded in and out as Tim explained some sort of fantasy role-playing game. Some nonsense about dwarves and ogres, magic, and make-believe. Sounded like children’s stories, but truth be told, he didn’t quite comprehend what it was all about.

      But he’d worked out enough to know that he didn’t want to be invited to anything out of pity. He certainly wasn’t going to get his hopes up that Tim, Isabelle, or any of the others would want to truly be his friend.

      So he was a little lonely. At least he had the bakery. There was no need for anyone else.

      Tim looked at him, head tilted, one hand holding a rag and the other resting on the bar. Rudy realized the man was waiting for an answer.

      “I’ll think on it,” he said, not wanting to be rude.

      “I know it ain’t easy, friend. But if you don’t want to feel lonely, you need to let people into your world a little. Or be willing to step into theirs. It might be scary and different at first, but maybe you’ll find you’re not as alone as you believe.”

      Rudy refrained from rolling his eyes. First Isabelle and now Tim. Deep down he knew their advice was well-meaning, but he didn’t want anyone to think him too needy.

      “Maybe,” Rudy said. Though he had no intention of letting anyone in. That was the only way to truly get hurt.

      

      Tim tossed his rag in the air with his left hand and caught it with his right. Trying to follow the motion made Rudy’s head spin.

      “Once you’re not so off yer face, I’ll remind you again. Don’t worry about knowing how to play. We’re not too serious about it.”

      The words barely registered. Rudy’s eyes struggled to remain open as his head swayed. A garbled version of an old U2 song fought against the raucous laughter and shouting of a few dozen patrons. The entire pub was awash in cacophony.

      Rudy fought hard to focus. To bring his thoughts back to himself. To Tim, who had already moved down the bar to close out the tabs of a group of twenty-something-year-old men in T-shirts and ripped jeans, each with a pint still in hand.

      Rudy grinned as if he might catch their attention, trying to straighten his vision enough to make out the features of even one of them.

      With unsure hands, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of bills. He placed them on the counter as he locked eyes with Tim. “Thank you again.”

      Tim nodded back with a friendly wave.

      Rudy swayed as he stood. The edges of the pub faded to nothingness as he scanned the room in search of the bathroom door. Using his arms atop the bar to steady himself, he took a long moment, gaining his bearings as the room swung around him.

      “You going to be okay there, friend?” Tim asked.

      Rudy lifted a finger. “Stood up too fast. Need a moment.”

      Tim’s laughter punched through the haze. “Tóg go bog é, friend. Shout if you need anything.”

      Rudy closed his eyes, hoping the spinning would stop. But it only made the sensation worse, as if he were being spun in a bread maker.

      By the time he opened them again, Tim was no longer there, and Rudy couldn’t help but feel relieved the barkeep wouldn’t bear witness to him stumbling to the bathroom.

      Taking a deep breath, Rudy started toward the first door he saw, a small one tucked away just beside the bar, equipped with an old-fashioned doorknob. Relieved he didn’t have to go far, he slipped inside, shutting the door behind him.

      The room he’d entered wasn’t the bathroom, but a narrow space, perhaps a hallway. It doubled as storage, filled with piles of boxes and shelves lined with various objects. Several oddities and glowing jars caught his interest, but he could have a look at them later.

      Across the room was a second doorway. An intense light filled it as though there were a spotlight in the next room. Likely, they’d installed some sort of bright lights to sober the lads up as best they could. Except… it wasn’t just the light that was strange. His eyes must have been playing tricks on him, as the space within appeared filled with colors and shapes that twisted and turned as if alive.

      Mist! What was in that stout? He clung to the thought as he stepped through the doorway, expecting to enter a dazzling bathroom.

      “That’s it, folks,” a woman’s voice called out. “It’s time to leave. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. Back to wherever you folks came from.”

      Rudy stood disoriented for a moment, confused by the familiar voice, which belonged to Tim’s wife, Shay. The bar stood across from him, with Shay behind it.

      I could’ve sworn I was on my way to the toilets.

      Not only did it seem like he was in the wrong room, but the bar itself was entirely different than it had been moments before. The layout wasn’t right, and the space was far bigger, way too expansive. Had the pub always had a second floor? Stairs climbed against the back wall, leading to a mezzanine above.

      The entire room spun when he tried to look up at it.

      “Come on now!” Shay’s voice rang out. Rudy was certain her words weren’t directed at him, but they seemed urgent.

      Nothing made sense. Even the music that had been blaring the latest hit from The Cranberries had disappeared, replaced by the jovial laughter of patrons and the scraping of chairs against the wooden floor.

      Rudy lifted a hand to his head. He’d clearly had too much to drink.

      Maybe it’s time to head home after all.

      A group of four stout, bearded men stood from a nearby table, collecting their things and lazily making their way to the exit.

      Short men, Rudy thought with a shrug. Not one of them could have been over four feet tall. It struck him as peculiar, but the thought disappeared as quickly as it had arrived. He knew he had to devote his entire focus to walking out of the pub and ensuring he made the short walk home. He pictured crawling into his nice warm bed above the bakery and sleeping off whatever hangover he was sure to experience the next day.

      The edges of the room were completely out of focus, and it was all he could do to follow the group toward the exit.

      The surrounding pub shifted and swayed. Each step proved a struggle of balance and momentum.

      I just have to make it outside and then home.

      It had been a long time since he’d allowed himself this much to drink. He attempted to count how many he’d had but lost track at four or five and quit trying.

      Even the exit seemed to warp and twist, just as the bright doorway in the hallway had a moment ago. The four shorter men stepped through, one at a time, each disappearing as they crossed the threshold.

      If he hadn’t known any better, he would have sworn the shapes and colors he was seeing wrapped around them, as if they were stepping through a pool of water.

      Rudy stumbled behind the last of the bearded men, following him through.

      The moment he crossed the threshold, his stomach lurched. Cold pressed against his skin, then warmth, then nothing at all. For one terrible instant, he felt as though he were falling in every direction at once.

      I’ve had way too much to drink, he thought as everything around him went dark.
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      When Rudy lifted his left forearm, it felt as though it were encased in a block of flour. Still, he managed to position it across his face, attempting to block out the intense brightness surrounding him. Each beat of his heart sent a piercing wave through his temple.

      “Mist!” he cursed. The word escaped his lips as a weak groan, fighting to get through his parched mouth.

      Why did he feel so awful? It was as if there were a small man inside his head, bashing the inside of his skull with a rolling pin.

      The thought of short men triggered something in his memory about the night before. Something about a group of short, bearded men… but it was all in a haze.

      “Mist!” he cursed again. “I’m not twenty anymore.”

      He rubbed his temple with the tips of his fingers.

      Nearby, birds chirped, each note of their song a beat of the painful drum in his skull. Beyond the birds, men shouted in the distance, too muffled and distorted for Rudy to parse what they were saying. Further away still, waves crashed against the rocky shore that marked the edge of Cuanmore. They slapped against the rocks as they broke, but Rudy could have sworn their rage was slamming against his head as well.

      Waves, he thought groggily. I shouldn’t be hearing waves inside my bedroom. He must have left the window open. The kiss of a cool morning breeze brushed across his face and forearms. For a moment, he believed the airflow confirmed his suspicions, but immediately he knew something else was off.

      Rudy focused his attention on his right hand, still outstretched beside him. His fingers combed through something else that definitely did not belong in his bedroom above the bakery.

      “Grass?” Rudy groaned. The realization caused his muscles to protest with a renewed ache. A sharp stabbing pain throbbed in his backside from a medium-sized rock he’d been lying on. Dirt crept in through the bottom and waist of his trousers.

      He’d never made it to his bed.

      Still, it was a chore to convince his body to move. Even the discomfort of the ground seemed more appealing than the thought of opening his eyes against the scorching brightness of the sun.

      As he lay there, collecting the energy to become a functioning human, the previous night revealed itself in bits and pieces. He remembered the waves of townsfolk who’d greeted him at the beginning of the night. Chatting with Tim afterward. Perhaps an invitation to… a game? Had Tim mentioned something about ogres? He couldn’t recall.

      Rudy stretched his mind, searching for a memory of passing out. But after a certain point in the evening, it was all a blur. He didn’t remember leaving the pub, and he certainly didn’t remember falling asleep on the ground outside.

      The thought of where he might have landed triggered a sense of panic within him. Was he lying out in public? If the townsfolk encountered him so black-out drunk that he’d passed out on the grass, nobody would ever take a chance on his bakery.

      Not supporting that drunk, they’d say. Did you hear Rudy spends all his strudel money on drink?

      These thoughts snapped him to reality. No matter how awful he felt, he needed to get himself sorted. He shifted his weight, opening his eyes only a crack, so that a mere slit of light could penetrate his self-created dark space. Before he got very far, however, he heard the unmistakable pad falls of a dog approach followed by hot breath over his face.

      Rudy froze. As unsure as he was about his whereabouts, he certainly didn’t know what dog had stumbled across him. Or even if it was a dog. The one thing he could tell was that the beast that stood over him was massive.

      A cold nose nudged at Rudy’s neck, which dissolved any charade that he was attempting to perform.

      Just as he winced at the surprised contact, a sloppy wet tongue dragged across his face.

      At least he could assume it was friendly. “All right, all right! That’s enough of that!”

      Rudy reached out toward the creature, intending to tousle its fur.

      The dog stepped into the affection, hovering over Rudy at just the right angle to eclipse the sun’s angry rays.

      The blinding light impeded, Rudy’s eyes opened on instinct.

      White fur filled his vision. Blinking back tears, Rudy let his eyes wander over the dog’s thick coat, trickles of sunlight highlighting the edges of its frame, across its thick body, muscular shoulders, and sturdy neck.

      Rudy had to strain to focus on the creature’s head at such a close distance, but as he comprehended what had perched itself on top of him, his eyes widened in disbelief followed by panic. For the second time within the course of a minute, he froze. He bit his lip to keep himself from screaming.

      He removed his hand slowly, lowering it back to the ground as he held his breath, afraid to even let out a single exhale.

      This was no dog.

      Wolf.

      Rudy couldn’t recall if he’d ever even seen a wolf in person before, but he knew with absolute certainty that he’d never been this close to one. Never mind petting one.

      It wasn’t an experience he’d ever wanted either.

      His mind scrambled for options.

      I should run? No, that will make things worse.

      Play dead? I’ve already been petting the thing; too late for that.

      Fight it? Yeah, fighting is what I’m known for. Think, Rudolf!

      A cold nose pushed itself under Rudy’s hand.

      This is it, isn’t it? Mist! I go out for a friendly ale and get eaten by a literal wolf.

      Rudy cringed, bracing himself for the worst.

      The wolf continued sniffing, pawing at Rudy’s hand.

      His entire body was tense. Some deep-buried instinct or instruction told him he should relax; that the beast could smell fear. Tips that were so much easier said than done with a wolf the size of a small horse hovering over him.

      When the wolf gave him another lick across the face, he couldn’t help but let out a cry of anguish.

      Just when Rudy thought that his luck had run out, the wolf stopped. Its ears perked as it lifted its head, something in the distance catching its attention.

      Then Rudy heard it too. A man’s voice.

      “What is it, boy? What did you find?”

      A renewed sense of panic filled Rudy. Somebody was out taking their dog for a walk. Their actual dog, unaware that there was a bona fide wolf in the middle of town.

      Rudy didn’t consider himself to be a brave man, and he couldn’t think of a time when he’d been more terrified in his life. But he knew he couldn’t lie there knowing this wolf might hurt someone else.

      The wolf moved toward the sound of the voice.

      “Come on, Blue. We don’t have time for games. We need to get these supplies back to…”

      With a deep breath, Rudy pushed himself up, ignoring every instinct his body and mind threw at him to remain still, ignoring the pain in his head, the creaking of his bones, and the stiffness in his muscles.

      Behind him rested O’Sullivan’s pub, its presence hovering in the periphery of his vision. Rudy wasn’t sure if he was more embarrassed or relieved that he hadn’t made it further than the tavern’s threshold.

      However, the thought escaped his mind almost immediately.

      Rudy had rolled and settled into a half crouch, just in time to see the blade of…

      His blood went cold.

      Mist! Is that an axe?

      Not just any axe either. A two-handed weapon with a blade twice as wide as his face. The cool steel of its blade glistened in the morning sunlight mere inches from his neck.

      In an instant, his encounter with the wolf didn’t seem all that bad.

      Reflexively, Rudy lifted his hands, as if being held at gunpoint.

      Is this what I’m supposed to do? He’d never been on the receiving end of a weapon before. Or any end for that matter.

      The man on the other end of it was short, nearly the same height as the wolf he’d called Blue, and he was wide, maybe as wide as Rudy himself. But, unlike Rudy, this guy wasn’t stout. His size was not the result of a compulsive love of bread and strudels and late-night binge eating. This was a WWF wrestler, bench press, and bicep curls kind of thick. Even through the man’s trousers, it was clear to Rudy that this guy didn’t skip leg day.

      His appearance was both striking and gruff. A wrap-around bandana covered the front of his face from his nose to his tunic. The hair on top of his head was as flaming red as anyone he’d ever seen. It was pulled back into a thick braid that hung to his mid-back.

      Overtop the scarf sat a bulbous nose, deep-set suspicious eyes and thick bushy eyebrows overhanging a strong brow bone. The visible face held an appearance that was both grizzled and youthful simultaneously.

      The weapon he held was ornately engraved, like something Rudy imagined an ancient Celt or Viking might have wielded. He’d never seen such an axe outside of maybe a movie or display case. Certainly, it wasn’t something that a random farmer should carry around town.

      Is this guy part of a skit or something? Rudy would have rubbed his temple, but he was too paralyzed to move. Though his arms were already growing tired.

      The wolf, Blue, for his part seemed thrilled with the situation. His tail wagged furiously.

      Rudy had never once imagined that a wolf’s tail might wag the same way as a dog’s did when they were excited. Then again, why would he have? This creature, however, was most certainly a wolf, with striking blue eyes, a long snout, and a thick white coat.

      “He’s…” Rudy couldn’t stop the question from escaping his lips. “The wolf… he’s your pet?”

      Even to Rudy, it seemed like a very odd thing to ask given the situation. But there were more questions floating around his head than he could sort through, and it was the first one that escaped.

      The man didn’t so much as blink to acknowledge the question. He stood there, eyes squinted, brow furrowed in a mix of suspicion and curiosity.

      “If you’re not going to tell me who you are,” Rudy swallowed, “could you at least quit pointing that axe at my head?”

      Blue’s tail continued wagging, as if this were all a game.

      Maybe he’s expecting his breakfast, Rudy thought grimly.

      The red-haired man continued eyeing Rudy suspiciously, twisting his thick eyebrows as though trying to sort out a puzzle.

      “Kip!” the man said to someone who Rudy couldn’t see. “Blue found someone. Get over here!”

      “Pardon me…” Rudy started, but the man growled back at him.

      “Quiet!”

      Rudy caught his breath. This guy had to be deranged.

      He’s walking around town with a wolf and an axe, of course he’s deranged.

      His legs quivered beneath him, and he wished he had ended up in a more comfortable position than the half squat he was in. He shifted his weight as best he could.

      Movement caught his attention as a second figure appeared out of the corner of Rudy’s eye. The person referred to as ‘Kip’ held about the same stature as their companion.

      “It’s like I said earlier,” Kip said, the woman’s voice somehow both thick and airy all at once. “I think we’re seeing the effects of the absence of magic. We’re not even to Samhain yet and the fraoch are already turning copper.”

      Kip stepped into view, though she was so fully immersed in the sprig of heather she held she was oblivious to the confused baker. The woman had the same short stature, similar facial features and thick eyebrows as the axe-wielding guy. Kip’s muscles were not as bulky as the man’s, but he still wouldn’t want to challenge her to a fight. Her brown hair was held back by a thin leather band around her forehead and was decorated with small flowers that had been clipped throughout it.

      “Kip!” The man grunted with more urgency. “Forget about the rancid plants!” He lifted his axe’s blade slightly to catch the woman’s eye. Rudy stretched his neck back to avoid it grazing the stubble from his chin, as much as he could without toppling over.

      Kip looked up from the plant she held, her gaze landing on Rudy with a start, and she dropped the heather.

      “Oh my,” she said.

      “Blue was sniffin’ around at ’im.”

      Kip’s eyes darted toward her friend and then back to Rudy.

      “Careful!” the man quipped. “It could be a trick.”

      Kip shot a puzzled glance over her shoulder. “A trick? Come on, Peaches. What kind of trick do you suppose this is?”

      Did she just call the axe-wielding muscle man… Peaches?

      She put her hands on her hips and bent over Rudy, inspecting him as though he were a pie at a baking competition. “He’s not armed; he doesn’t look like he’s even ever seen a battle.”

      “Still, I don’t like it. What if he’s a mage?”

      Kip snorted. “If he’s a mage, then he’d be on our side.”

      Rudy’s hungover brain struggled to parse the conversation.

      Magic? Mage? Battle?

      If it weren’t for his pounding headache, he’d chalk this up to being a bad dream. Instead, he’d apparently had the worst string of luck, and the two craziest Renaissance fair actors in all of Ireland had been the ones to stumble upon him in his unfortunate state.

      Peaches lowered his axe, though his scowling face left no doubt that he did so grudgingly. “Still, I don’t like it.” His hand lifted to where his chin would be beneath the scarf that he wore and rubbed it thoughtfully.

      With the threat of being beheaded by a giant axe dialed back a few notches, Rudy tried his luck again. He rose from his haunches slowly, his leg muscles protesting the entire way.

      Whoever these people were, it would suit him best if he could be rid of them as soon as humanly possible. This Kip woman seemed to be more reasonable than her companion, at least. Reasoning with her might provide him with his best shot of moving along without incident. He turned his attention toward her. “I’m not looking to cause trouble. I had a few too many last night. Seems like I slept it off in the bushes. No harm done. I’ll just be on my way. Pleasure to meet you both.”

      He motioned to take a step forward, which was enough to convince Peaches to raise his axe again.

      “Peaches!” Kip scolded.

      Her companion didn’t even acknowledge her with a glance, his eyes firmly planted on Rudy.

      So much for reason.

      “Who are you?” Peaches grunted.

      “Rudy.”

      Kip’s face softened. “You’re not from around here, are you? You said you want to go home… where exactly is home?”

      Nowhere. Was Rudy’s first thought.

      And while he didn’t relish telling these two crazies where he lived, perhaps he could get them to back off if they realized he lived close by. Plus, he was willing to say just about anything if it meant he’d be able to have a warm shower and crawl into an actual bed.

      “I live in, and own, the bakery just down the…” Rudy had lifted his hand to point to where his bakery was in relation to the pub. Where it should have been. But for the first time since the wolf arrived and began licking his face, his surroundings came into focus.

      O’Sullivan’s did stand beside him… at least, a building that looked like it was once O’Sullivan’s. Instead of the well-kept and polished stone pub he’d entered last night, this was more like its echo. An artifact with crumbling walls, a missing roof, and a floor that had been replaced with grass and moss. Stones that had fallen off the building lay in the grass beside it and were half covered in dirt and grass themselves. The windows had been removed, allowing a clear view of walls and floors that had been stripped bare, as if the building hadn’t been in use for centuries.

      Rudy took a step back with a gasp, completely forgetting about the short couple and their pet wolf.

      Down the street, where his bakery should have been, was… empty. Nothing more than grass and shrubs. In fact, the street wasn’t even a street at all; his feet were firmly planted on a meadow. It was as if Cuanmore had never existed at all.

      “Was zum Teufel?”

      The two strangers exchanged uneasy glances, as if he were the one who was crazy.

      Maybe I am.

      Rudy wasn’t sure whether to run, scream, or cry. This had to be a dream. But he could feel the ground solid beneath his feet, the panic rising in his chest, the ocean breeze against his skin, the splitting headache from more than a few too many pints. If it was a dream, it was the most realistic one he’d ever experienced.

      “I don’t…” he stammered. “I don’t understand. Where is the town? The people? My bakery!”

      “Easy, big fella.” Kip raised her hands placatingly, while Peaches renewed his grip on the handle of his axe. “The town’s further to the south. It’s alright, you’re not the first dwarf to be bested by a few pints of ale.”

      “Kip!” Peaches admonished.

      “Dwarf?” Rudy asked, barely hearing Peaches.

      “What?” Kip said, ignoring Rudy. “He’s obviously disoriented.”

      Peaches gestured with the axe. “We can’t rule out that this could be a trap!”

      Kip rolled her eyes. “It’s not like the location of Cuanmore is some kind of secret. It’s kind of hard to miss.”

      Peaches pondered for a moment, lifting a hand to his chin. “Well, he’s clearly not a dwarf! What if he’s fae?”

      “He’s not fae!”

      “You can’t just be inviting fae into places!”

      “Seriously, Peaches.” Kip rolled her eyes. “A city isn’t a house. A fae could get through the city gate easier than you or I can.”

      “Then how’s it he doesn’t know where the largest city in the west of Hybarn is?”

      “You’d think you’d never had a rough morning after a night of drinking before.” Kip placed her hands on her hips as she turned to Rudy. “Are you a fae?”

      “He’s not going to admit to being fae!” Peaches barked.

      Kip’s gaze hardened as she turned back to her friend. “Do have an alternative plan? Because we can either escort him into the city and have the Sigil guards question him, or we let him wander off as he wishes.”

      By this point, Rudy had realized these two clearly had no interest in his thoughts on the matter, but as long as there was an axe pointed at him, there wasn’t much he could do.

      “What in the devil’s salt mines are you talking about?”

      “You said it yourself.” Kip smirked. “He’s definitely not a dwarf. Council’s going to want to know about a… whatever he is roaming around outside the city, don’t you think?”

      A dwarf.

      So he had heard Kip correctly. Rudy shuffled his feet, his mind still groggy from last night’s ale, his muscles feeling shaky under him from being dehydrated and a night on the hard ground. His mind was spinning as he took another good hard look at the two standing in front of him. These folks weren’t just short and stocky.

      The haggard faces. Their short but brawny statures. The axe.

      The pet wolf.

      It was as though he were standing in a J.R.R. Tolkien story. One he was supposed to have read as a boy while he had been working to perfect his grandmother’s Lebkuchen recipes.

      Mist, this has to be a dream.

      That was the only explanation for any of this. The most vivid and real feeling dream he had ever experienced, but a dream nonetheless.

      Something his grandfather had told him as a boy came to mind. “If you aren’t sure you’re dreaming, look at your hands. If you’re dreaming, they won’t be yours, and you’ll wake up.”

      Desperate for that to be true, Rudy lifted his hands. Hairy knuckles, calloused palms, coarse skin. There was no doubt they were his. Right down to the mole that sat between his forefinger and thumb.

      He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting. Dwarf hands, maybe?

      “I’m human.” Rudy’s attention snapped. He hadn’t meant to vocalize the thought.

      Kip and Peaches stared at him, dumbfounded. Their faces contorted in ways that suggested Rudy might as well have said he was a leprechaun or a dancing unicorn.

      Before he even realized what he was doing, he turned and broke into a run.

      His head screamed that it was a mistake.

      Fight or flight. He’d heard the expression a hundred times without understanding how automatic it was, how little say he had in the matter. Even as his feet carried him forward, his brain was already calculating exactly how far his running skills would take him.

      That was if the two dwarves would let him leave.

      His feet felt like lead blocks; his boots scraped grass and dirt as they struggled to find their grip.

      Behind him, Peaches groaned.

      Rudy glanced over his shoulder. He hadn’t made as much ground as he’d expected, but the two weren’t chasing after him either.

      Maybe this was the right call.

      True, he didn’t know where he was going. But they said Cuanmore was south of here. So somehow, in a drunken stupor, he’d wandered north of the village and stumbled upon a ruin that happened to resemble O’Sullivan’s. If he could just get back to town, maybe he could put this nightmare behind him.

      His lungs already burned, his legs weary. But he couldn’t stop. This was his only chance.

      A sharp, high-pitched whistle rang out behind him.

      “Blue!” Peaches yelled. “Get him!”

      Rudy’s heart sank. He’d forgotten all about the wolf.

      It was hardly a few seconds before Blue was running along beside him. A beast the size of a small horse, sunlight glinting off its fur. A toothy grin on its face as it eyed Rudy.

      The wolf was on him in a flash. Rudy toppled over as fur and muscle connected with his backside, forcing him down hard into the dirt.

      “No!” Rudy yelled as he closed his eyes, pushing away the mass of fur. “Please! Stop!”

      There was no moving Blue. The wolf had pinned Rudy with a paw on each shoulder, far heavier than Rudy would have expected.

      Now that the wolf was under the command of Peaches, Rudy tensed, his eyes still shut. He didn’t want to have to see what he feared would come next. Blue’s weight pushed down on him, the wolf’s face inching closer, while Rudy was powerless to stop it.

      A thick wetness slid across his cheek, then his forehead. His entire face was wiped from chin to forehead with a slobbery mess.

      Tension left his body. While he wasn’t the biggest fan of dogs licking his face, he’d take it over the alternative he’d envisioned.

      Regardless of how the people felt, at least the dog liked him.

      “That’s enough, Blue.” Peaches sighed after he and Kip had casually closed the distance between themselves and the pet wolf. “Let’s get this… human… to Princess Alenya. She’ll know what to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: The Rebel Princess]
        

      

      

      How long could they make a useful dwarf sit around before he went mad?

      Tarvo navigated through the streets of Cuanmore with a scowl on his face. He wrestled to control his sour mood as much as he wrestled the desire to be back on the battlefield, fighting for his people.

      The dwarf paused, inhaling deeply as a horse-led cart drove past him. The driver, a young woman, bore a bright smile as she lightly flicked her horse’s reins. Oblivious of Tarvo’s disposition.

      Better off that way, he figured. That was what they were fighting for, after all.

      That’s why he needed to get back to where he was needed. He should be excited about this meeting, but there was a flame that licked at his insides that made him anxious about what Alenya’s intentions were.

      “Six depths of the mines,” Tarvo cursed under his breath and did his best to ignore the itching in his veins. It wasn’t like him to be nervous.

      He was early, but this was the best excuse he’d had to be out and about in the weeks following his recovery. Cuanmore bustled around him, and he couldn’t deny that there was a certain air about the city that he’d missed.

      Children laughed as they chased pigeons through the city square. Flags of the Emerald Sigil Guard bounced in other parts of the square. The golden lines of the protective rune occasionally caught and reflected the morning light over the heads of the villagers.

      Flags of the other squadrons of the Sparks decorated the city more sporadically, their members more likely away on the battlefield. Though even their numbers increased as he grew closer to the Mages’ Hall. As did the black banners and flags, adorned with the orange flame symbol of the Sparks and the Inner Guard.

      Despite his casual pace, it didn’t take Tarvo long to reach Cuanmore’s Inner Square. It had been a long time since he’d spent any amount of time behind the inner walls.

      He passed through the wooden gates without as much as a questioning look from the Iron Sigil guards. They knew him well here. Besides, these gates separated the inner part of the city more out of showmanship than protection. If an enemy made it this far into Cuanmore, they’d have the Guard to contend with, not to mention an untold number of wards put in place for just such an occasion.

      The sturdy, manned gates and stone pillars that marked the entrance to the city’s Inner Square were visual reminders for its citizens that the rebellion was still going strong.

      Tarvo allowed himself to stop for a moment, his fingers fidgeting around the wood of his staff. The moment of rest allowed him to use his staff to prop up his weight. Once inside the Mages’ Hall, he’d have to test the limits of his injured leg. If he couldn’t make a compelling case, it would mean being stuck rotting in this city while others fought for its existence in his stead.

      That, or he’d take matters into his own hands. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Doubt whispered in the back of his mind, but he quickly brushed it aside before it could take root.

      Why shouldn’t he pause to take it all in? Alenya had scolded him for years about never slowing down. Never taking in the moment. He still had time before his scheduled meeting, and he was simply following her advice.

      How long had it been since he’d simply stopped to appreciate the work of their ancestors? The square that formed the Inner Square of the city housed ancient hanging gardens, unbelievable architecture and artwork crafted by generations of dwarves long past.

      It was nice to bear witness to it all again. So much had been constructed in the years he’d been away. But his heart wouldn’t let him stay for long. Here, in the heart of the Sparks’ stronghold, deep in the west of Hybarn, it was too removed from their cause.

      Too safe.

      That said, he had to admit the architecture of Cuanmore continued to astound him. As he carried on his journey, the Mages’ Hall itself loomed overhead. The base of their rebellion had been housed within an ancient structure resembling a fortress. Perhaps it was.

      All that was known with certainty was that it stood here, structurally sound, when dwarves had emerged from their mountain homes to reclaim their rightful place beneath the stars.

      Tarvo climbed the short but wide set stairwell leading up to the Mages’ Hall. The solid oak door rose several hundred spans above him. Like the rest of the hall, the size and grandeur seemed unnecessary, but that seemed to be how the ancestors liked to do things.

      The solid oak door to the Mages’ Hall creaked open as he leaned his shoulder into its mass. He did his best to use his weight to push it while balancing on his newly outfitted staff. It wasn’t an effortless task, at least not for him. He was still getting used to having to rely on the damned thing to keep his balance.

      Two guards stood at attention, one on either side of the door. Against their otherwise black uniforms, the orange flame emblems on their chests flashed like the fire they represented.

      Tarvo studied them as he regained his composure. But their gazes were fixed straight ahead, either not noticing or pretending not to notice his struggle.

      At least they had the good sense not to offer him help. He was perfectly capable of opening his own bloody door, thank you very much.

      The interior of the structure was as over the top as the outside. Filled with ornate tapestries, magical talismans, and well-crafted furniture that had been pillaged from the king’s own coffers. Other than the magic relics, the luxuries were temporary and would be sold to merchants and traders. The funds were distributed between the war effort and those it sought to protect.

      Most of the hall’s guards barely gave Tarvo a passing nod as he made his way through toward the council chambers.

      With his mind being pulled in three directions at once, the trek had never felt so long.

      Each step was a conscious effort, as he ensured he wasn’t limping, or giving any sign that his injury might be a concern. Though that was only a minor concern.

      He’d tried to put out of his mind that Alenya had summoned him for an audience. It was more formal than was normally requested of him. Hopefully, the consequences of his carelessness hadn’t finally caught up with him.

      As he turned the corner, he cleared his throat and straightened as best he could, projecting all the confidence of a warrior ready to return to battle. At least as much as he could muster.

      However, as he stepped into the line of sight of the council chamber, a small woman appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Blocking his path and all his self-assured confidence.

      Tarvo fought not to trip over the woman who was barely as tall as his chest.

      She stood like an immovable boulder, hands on her hips and a glare that would have been able to send a red dragon flying.

      Fortunately, Tarvo had faced far worse than a red dragon.

      “Just where do you think you’re going?”

      As fierce as her expression may have been, the woman was petite compared to most dwarves. Her stature suggested that she’d never lifted an axe in battle, a hammer in the forge, nor heavy cargo either by land or by sea. Her green outfit, filled with pockets and buttons, was more design than it was function and very well suited for someone sitting behind a desk pushing a quill around paper. That explained the small roll of parchment she held.

      Which was fine enough; administrative tasks had to be done, but somehow it seemed an odd choice to be the final barrier to cross before reaching the council.

      Clearly impatient, she didn’t wait for Tarvo to finish his musing.

      “Nobody walks into the chamber without an appointment or invitation. What is your name?”

      “My name?” Tarvo raised a bushy eyebrow. “Who are you?”

      The woman sighed. “Floriza. The hall’s official clerk.” She looked up, meeting his gaze. “The council cannot entertain requests or concerns from just anyone who walks off the street. Now, who are you, please?”

      Tarvo wasn’t sure if the scowl he bore earlier had ever left his face entirely, but he tried his best to keep it from deepening. “I passed a full garrison of guards on my way in here. Nobody else seemed too concerned.”

      Floriza huffed, rolling her eyes in frustration. “There’s a difference between being a threat and being a waste of time. The Iron Sigil’s job is to assess if you’re a threat.” Her gaze flitted to his injured leg. “Which you clearly are not. Mine is to ensure the council’s time is not wasted on trivial matters. Now who are you and what’s your business with the council?”

      Tarvo’s nostrils flared as he gritted his teeth. He didn’t know who this pixie thought she was, but…

      No, he had to keep his cool. There would be nothing gained by causing a scene. He exhaled some of the tension held in his muscles and loosened the death grip he had on his staff.

      “Tarvo Dunvek. I’ve been summoned for an audience with the princess.” He emphasized the last word. “She’ll be expecting me.”

      Floriza looked down at the parchment she was holding, unfurling the roll as though there were enough names on the list that she didn’t have it memorized. “Tarvo… Tarvo… Tarvo… ah yes! There you are. Very well, I’ll let her know you’re here. Have a seat, and one of her attendants will call you in when she’s ready.” She gestured to a row of several uncomfortable-looking wooden stools lined up against the wall.

      Tarvo held the woman’s gaze. “You’re serious?”

      She nodded and returned her attention to the parchment. Humming as she wandered to a table filled with more paperwork, which was set up against the wall across from the chairs.

      Tarvo watched her incredulously. His eye twitched toward the council chamber. Alenya would be deeper in the chamber, but he could see several of the Iron Sigils and a few of her attendants standing watch. He inhaled sharply, held it for three heartbeats, before exhaling slowly. It took him considerable effort to refrain from striding right into the room anyway. That’s what he would do under any other circumstances.

      Patience and him rarely got along.

      But today would be different. He knew Alenya almost better than he knew anybody, and if the first thing he did before seeing her was storm into the room like some angry ox, she would order him on bed rest out of spite.

      So he pushed down the raging desire to dismiss the clerk’s procedures and regulations, and instead quietly hobbled over to the stools and took a seat.

      Tarvo fidgeted with his staff, shifting his weight in his seat as he waited for what seemed like hours.

      After a time, Tarvo realized Floriza had never left their little waiting area. “I thought you were going to let them know I’m here.”

      The dwarf clerk didn’t even look up. “She knows you’re here.”

      Tarvo groaned just as an attendant, wearing a dark tunic with a golden flame emblem on its chest, stepped in from the chambers. Even though the light in the hall was not at all dim, the emblem shimmered with the magic imbued within it. This male dwarf was young, perhaps no more than sixty winters, with a thick orange beard that had been knotted at the front. In what had seemed to be the style of the younger soldiers, his matching coarse hair had been pulled up into a knot at the top of his head, while the sides of his head had been shaved down until his scalp was visible.

      Tarvo wasn’t particularly partial to this look. A male warrior’s pride was his hair—both what grew on his head and on his chin. Even though he knew this sentiment was outdated, shaving in this manner still felt like a dishonor to something sacred.

      He inhaled as he set the thought aside. Unwillingness to relinquish such rigid viewpoints is what led to this cursed war in the first place.

      The attendant stopped short of entering the waiting area, instead standing in the threshold at ease with his hands held behind his back. “Alenya is ready to see you now.”

      Tarvo refrained from uttering his aggravation at being made to wait for so long. Doing his best not to make it seem obvious, he pressed his weight into his staff to help him stand. Only a twinge of pain flickered in his knee.

      His strength was returning more each day. It was only a matter of time before he was as good as new. He only needed to convince Alenya that now was as good a time as any. It would take days, maybe a week, to make it back to the fighting. That was time enough for his body to finish healing whatever damage it needed to. The remainder would be minor enough that healers could surely spare a bit of their magic in aid.

      If the attendant noticed Tarvo’s slight grimace as he stood, there was no indication on his stoic face. With an abrupt about-face, he led the way, leaving Tarvo pushing himself to keep up.

      I’ve been off my feet for too long, Tarvo thought. I’m growing soft.

      Many winters had passed since he’d entered the council chamber. It was still as awe-inspiring as it had ever been. The ceilings were vaulted a hundred spans in the air, and even though the structure was impressive from the outside, it still didn’t prepare a dwarf for the grandeur that lay within.

      Stained-glass windows filtered the sunlight that streamed with every color of the rainbow. That light then danced over intricate marble stonework, elegant stone statues, and carvings depicting ancient legends and lore etched into the walls. Many of the reliefs—at least the ancient ones—pictured scenes featuring the mythical race of humans.

      Iron Sigil guards followed behind him as they traversed the room, moving from their positions against the wall. Tarvo noted their movements. Their concern was unnecessary, but perhaps in these dark times an abundance of caution wasn’t unwarranted.

      At the center of this grand theater sat a large table. Though it was one of the largest tables Tarvo had ever seen outside of Hybarn Palace itself, it still felt minuscule compared to the scale of the rest of the hall.

      Around the table sat a dozen empty chairs, each representing one council member for each province of the kingdom. In theory, this is where the council would hold its meetings, strategize for the Sparks’ future, and work to ensure magic would never disappear from Hybarn.

      However, as of late, getting the entire council in one room had proved to be a monumental feat, as the ones who still held their small pockets of the resistance were flailing.

      Currently, only a few besides Cuanmore held strong.

      Tarvo wished their plans had unfolded better. It was why he hoped Alenya had summoned him here to send him back into battle. Although he hadn’t been gifted with the use of magic himself, he was one of the best commanders of the physical combat units the Sparks had, and his talents were being wasted each day that passed with him leagues away from the battle against the king.

      Alenya stood from her chair as Tarvo followed the attendant through the center of the hall. The elevated platform gave her an impression of height that she did not have. Her outfit was as it always was, more fitting for a forest ranger than a princess. Her black hair blended into her dark hooded tunic and loose slacks. The weapons clipped on her belt suggested she’d be ready for a fight at a moment’s notice. She had been fighting her entire life, so the outfit was far more fitting than any frilly dress designed for sitting down to tea.

      Behind Alenya stood her confidante and head guard, Rowan. The dwarf ranger was one of the best archers in the Bronze Sigil, handpicked by Alenya as her dedicated personal guard.

      Tarvo had seen Rowan in battle more than once, and it was no wonder Alenya had chosen the ranger to oversee her own safety. She was the most capable fighter remaining within the city’s walls, and it was rumored she was a top contender to lead the Bronze Sigil should the need arise. She was hands down the best archer he’d ever met.

      To the left of Alenya stood two women Tarvo didn’t know. Their sage green cloaks marked them as mages, but they didn’t bear the Arcane Sigil, which would have marked them as fighters. There was also no mistaking from their matching wide brown eyes and identical faces that they were twins. The only twin mages he knew of worthy of standing by Alenya’s side were Belle and Dotgreanelynn Hamgrin. What they lacked in magical strength, they made up for in study and brilliance. From his understanding, Belle was single-handedly responsible for both preserving the ancient texts from destruction by the king’s hand and chronicling the entire breadth of magic known to the dwarves into an ever-expanding and complete record. No small feat.

      Tarvo slowed and stopped alongside the attendant on the near side of the table before bowing deeply.

      He held it, waiting for her permission to straighten. The pause was long enough that it felt like the ceremonial action was more than a formality.

      Perhaps my failed tactics were more catastrophic than I’d feared. He had hoped that Alenya would send him back into the field; his fear was that she’d order him to desk work or other mundane and passive tasks. But what if this was far worse? What if he were pulled out of the war altogether? Or arrested? It was rare that she’d leave him without acknowledgment for more than a moment or two. He did his best to deepen his bow as best he could, though he feared his leg would shake while he was in such an unnatural position.

      Perhaps this was a test.

      Two firm hands resting on his shoulders broke him from his worried thoughts, and he felt the breath he was holding release.

      “At ease, Tarvo,” Alenya said.

      Tarvo rose and was met with a warm smile. “Princess,” he said. “You honor me with your summons.”

      Aleyna’s smile held, but she lowered her voice, speaking just barely above a whisper. “You’re one of the most honorable dwarves I’ve ever known, Tarvo. You may be rash, but I know, likely better than anyone, that you’ve always had the best of intentions.”

      Tarvo felt his cheeks flush.

      Rowan hadn’t moved from her position several feet away, but she glowered at Tarvo with an intensity that made Floriza’s distaste resemble a young dwarf who’d struck his first copper vein.

      The ranger was usually sour, but the darkness in her stare seemed unsavory, even for her.

      Aleyna’s smile faded, a warning flashing behind her eyes that was quick, but definitely present. A coldness replaced the warmth as she retreated two steps, placing her hands behind her back and lifting her nose by only a hair, but it was enough to shift her entire demeanor from friendly to regal.

      Tarvo flexed his fingers. He’d known Alenya for a long time. Long enough to know when something was amiss. And something was very wrong.

      “Do you know why I asked to speak with you?” she said.

      Surprised by the abruptness of the shift, Tarvo cleared his throat, trying to calibrate what had shifted Alenya’s mood.

      Tarvo channeled as much strength and confidence as he could muster, despite his uncertainty. “I was hoping you’d be sending me back… into the fight.”

      Tarvo held his breath.

      The look on Alenya’s face was unreadable. Her reaction was even worse than he had feared.
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