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  Introduction/Trigger Warnings


TRIGGER AND CONTENT WARNINGS

Death of a major  character

Mention of miscarriage

Mass death

Ageism/Ableism

Burns

Fantasy Racism/Elitism/Classism

Body Shaming

Emotional/Verbal Abuse

Panic Attack depiction

Aging/Mortality

Kidnapping & Imprisonment

Necromancy and Reanimation of the Dead

Suicidal Ideation and Risk

Sexual Harassment 

Violence

Grief & Mourning

Alcohol

Moderate Gore

Animal Endangerment

Self-Harm (Unintentional)


Introduction
My grandma raised me in every way that matters. She is the reason I am a functioning person. My father was more interested in drinking than being a father and my mother… is another story.
Mickey taught me to be kind, and to be myself. She taught me to respect and have time for the elderly. She had time for me when no adult did.
This book is for her, I only regret that I cannot get it to her. The dead cannot hear us. But the living can. 
It’s kind of funny. I am still grieving 13 years later, but that’s why we’re here. 
This book contains trigger warnings that align with a lot of fantasy. Fantasy loves racism. I’d like to believe that’s because fantasy believes in dismantling bad power structures but I know better. Home Elf Care also aligns with my experience as a POC, trans, queer, and disabled person. 
If you are sensitive to any of these triggers, you don’t have to read. I won’t be mad. You also don’t have to tell me. I promise ♥.
I hope you enjoy my funny, sometimes sad, book about an elf taking care of his best friend and taking her to kill the king. I enjoyed writing it.
T.F. Author









  
  Dedication


For Mickey, who raised me to be the man I am today.








  
  The Cast



Barnabas “Barnaby” Liamyar the second
Age: 128
Class: Bard
Race: Elf
A self-deprecating elf who lies about himself mostly. He pretended to be a wizard for at least twenty years. He talked his way into a job caring for the legendary hero Morwen.
He’s not the ideal elf. He’s fat, can’t do magic. He’s also been disowned by his family for not wanting to produce an heir. 
When the king’s tax agent comes to her cottage and Barnaby mistakes him for a scammer, events are set in motion that cannot be stopped.
Barnaby is underqualified and in over his head.

Morwen “Wildfire” Scourge of the Midlands
Age: 75
Class: Warrior 
Race: Human
Morwen has a storied past. She cleaved a mountain in half. She bedded a god. She’s lived a good life. 
But King Bat Cock raises taxes on her cottage as retribution for something that happened forty years ago— she is no longer standing for it. That stooge isn’t getting the last of her dwindling wealth. She worked hard for it!
So maybe she coerces her Home Elf Care aide and best friend to come with her on one last blowout adventure, but it’ll be a good one!
 
 
Ardan “Uphior the Wise” The Wizard
Age: 72
Class: Wizard
Race: Human
Ardan (pronounced Ar-dán) is an elderly wizard kept lively by his love for Morwen.
Brave in battle, useless in love. Ardan joins the team when he realizes that Morwen, a woman he’s failed to properly convey his feelings to, is going to leave the safety of her cottage to kill King Bat Cock, a man he should have killed forty years ago. 
He is an extremely powerful wizard who can bring about the world's ultimate end. But he’s terrified of losing Morwen. 

Laramie “Lars”, The Carriage driver
Age: 70
Class: Rogue
Race: Half- Elf
Lars worked for the Long Leaf Community, a community of elves who looked down on him for being a half-elf. Half-elf racism is systemic and goes back beyond King Bhatcaulk II’s father, King Rafaestus.
Lars was a postage worker when he met Barnaby and Morwen, and they were on their way to kill the king. Which sounded like a good deal and the perfect time to free some half-elves from the prison that kept and drained them. 
He has a knife and a trusty horse named Buttons. He is exactly the type of guy who’d quit his job at the promise of adventure. 

King Theobald Bhatcaulk II The Mean
Age: 68
Class: Noble
Race: Human
King Bhatcaulk is often called King Bat Cock by peasants, but this doesn’t bother him much. He is the richest man in Solarion. He’d just kill them. 
He hates bards and warlocks, but they didn’t exist anymore. He made sure of that. 
He also doesn’t think about the half-elves; they’re fuel for his castle. Not any more than you think about where your power comes from.
He hates that Morwen didn’t accept his marriage proposal forty years ago. Theobald deserves pretty things, and she was the most beautiful woman in at least 3 planes. So, he was going to hit her where it hurt. The money.  






  
  Chapter  1

“Ha! That’ll show you to open a woman’s door without knocking!”


Ten Years Prior
He did not have adequate shoes for the job, but he was not going to ask his parents for anything. Not after the talk they’d given him. He was supposed to be an independent elf. He was responsible for himself, and no one was going to help him. Mud leaked through his aging shoes, and he winced. 
He was a lone elf. Where most elves could excel as long as they knew mediocre magic, that wouldn’t do for Barnabas Liamyar the Second. He had a lineage to upkeep. He was very hard to come by, after all.
“Fuck,” he cursed as his pants got wet from where he was stepping. 
The king was also a second. King Bhatcaulk II had advanced elven status in Solarion by being the first king “brave” enough to regulate the force of nature that was magic. He’d made it so there were fewer acceptable users. Fewer acceptable spells. So that he, a human, could control all magic. 
The king didn’t like bards for their ability to use influential magic. He didn’t like warlocks for their propensity for destructive magic. Barnaby began to whistle. This cottage sure was far. 
Bhatcaulk didn’t kill bards or warlocks. He didn’t like the competition for power, but he knew a resource when he saw one.
Barnaby had a thought. It was easier to restrict wizards because if they didn’t have spell books or scrolls, they couldn’t really learn spells. Bards always had music, dance, or whatever. Warlocks had their patrons. Other magic users had other methods.
Wizards were okay because their magic was understood and had limits that one could experiment with. Sorcerers were walking on thin ice. “I’m going to need a Home Elf Care attendant by the time I get to this lady!” There was no way he was affording one.
There was a full list of restricted magic users, and it caused quite an upset. There were magic users who were considered to no longer be magic, like bards who had a more abstract magic. Who made magic with music? The love of performance? 
Kings had been decapitated for less. It was not his place to interfere. Someone would intervene. He was simply a good-for-nothing elf who barely knew magic anyway. 
The path to his client’s house grew very dark in some places. It would be convenient to know light spells. He could see in the dark because he was an elf, but it was limited. The colors were anyway. 
The house was hidden by overgrowth. It was a large cottage. Much too large for one woman. 
Barnaby knocked on the door. No answer. He waited for a few minutes. No worries. He was still getting paid. He opened the door with a loud creak and stepped inside, and he almost missed the large object flying by his head in his attempts to be quiet. 
His head spun to see an axe that had to weigh as much as a seven-year-old human child splintering into the tree behind him. Warm poured down his leg and pooled onto the floor. Barnaby shook in place and stared in terror at a short but muscular woman wearing a nightgown. She came up to about his chin.
She laughed. “Ha! That’ll show you to open a woman’s door without knocking!”
“I-I did knock.”
“Oh yeah? I’m just impressed you’re still standing. The last HEC guy fainted, and I had to carry him back.” She held out a hand, and Barnaby shook it, knees still shaking. “So, as you can see, I don’t need Home Elf Care, and you can tell them I don’t care how much he’s paying them, maybe you can send guys to people who actually need them!”
Barnaby moved. He hated the squishing in his shoes. “I need this job.”
“Oh, please, they’re not going to fire you if you go back and tell them—”
Barnaby sloshed forward and exclaimed, “I need this job. I just got a new apartment, and I need to pay for it, and no one is helping me, and I can’t lose this job. Please. I will do anything. I can sort buttons! It’s my first day,” his breath shuddered, and he tried to keep himself from crying in front of this obviously dangerous elderly woman, “I can’t go back and tell them I failed.”
“You’re an elf, right? From The Long Leaf Community? Won’t they help you?”
Barnaby clenched his fists. “I’m not a real wizard! I can’t make magic without singing this stupid song I heard in my dreams once! No one is jumping to help a fraud!”  His vision blurred, and he wiped the wet from his eyes. She let him cry for a moment, and once his eyes refocused, he saw a crumpled royal decree.
Barnaby’s tear factory started again, dispensing anger tickets. “Plus, after King Bhatcaulk was crowned, he started writing all these laws, and he’s acting very strangely to half-elves and gnomes, and I can’t prove anything, but I see it when I walk downtown, and no one’s standing up to him, and I know that humans are supposed to die in our lifetimes, but he’s taking a really long time. Then, when he dies, one of his sons is simply going to get the crown—”
“Why not do something about it? He’s only a human. Oh, I hate that man!” Barnaby made a face. The woman who’d said it was human.
“I c-can’t!”
The woman ranted for a very long time while she walked back and forth to a pile of stuff. Her rant was all things Barnaby had thought before, and all things that could get them both killed if someone close to the king heard. I guess you don’t care when you’re this close to death. She was a human woman in her sixties, as far as Barnaby could tell. Her grey hair had streaks of copper in it. 
She returned with a pair of purple pants and shoes that glimmered. “The pants shape to your body, you can keep them. The shoes stay dry no matter what. You look like you need something like that, heh.” There was silence. “I have a spout outside if you want to clean up. Come back, and we’ll talk.”
Barnaby sloshed outside and undressed. He cleaned himself in the spout and pulled on his new pants. They were plum purple and very soft. The new shoes were sparkly and felt textured. Barnaby inspected more closely and saw very tiny stones. He didn’t deserve these. He was going to have to pay the woman back. 
His head was held high with dishonest confidence when he threw the door to her cottage open. “I will give these back when I have new pants and shoes. I’m sorry I—”
“Don’t be a big baby. I scared the piss out of you. Take it as a starting bonus. Don’t say another word about it or you’ll convince me to tell them I don’t need you, okay?” The woman pulled out a mop bucket and a mop. “You can start by mopping up your mess. I don’t know if you use magic to clean. My party had a wizard, and he thought it was beneath him to clean with his hands. Unless he was in a mood, ha. But there’s a kind of honor to it, right? He’s the one paying you.”
“I clean with my hands.”
The woman nodded and sat on her chair, sighing. “I’m Morwen, by the way.”

Present Day
Barnaby was a liar. That’s all there was to it, but they always said that meeting a good woman was enough to change a man. He had been working for Morwen for about a decade, and despite the odd pairing, they got on famously. She was a human warrior in her seventies, a tiny woman with the barest remains of copper in her grayed hair. 
Barnaby, on the other hand, was a short, fat, unwieldy elf with brown hair. There were no fat elves, and then there was Barnaby. It was one of the many reasons he no longer spoke to his parents. He told them his job was super high clearance and very secretive, and they never breathed a word to him except to ask him to produce an heir. 
He could not use magic. His parents had sent him to the best magic schools to erase their embarrassment, but there he stood—a testament to teaching a fish fire storm. Then there was the topic of his producing an heir.
Impossible.
Every elf was capable of both bearing a child and conceiving one. This process took no less than five years and was incredibly dangerous for both parent and child. Barnaby had no desire to carry a child and had no desire to impregnate anyone. Producing an heir was improbable.
So, ten years before, when he turned a hundred and eighteen, he immediately fled from his oppressive family home after being disowned. He found an apartment and lied about his magical abilities to get a job.
Morwen saw through him immediately, and ever since he’d been cleaning her house, making her take her medicines, escorting her to town to doctor visits, and voraciously listening to her stories.
The home elf care agency he worked for was okay with her being his only client because the man paying them was a well-known adventurer who insisted on exclusivity. He’d learned the benefactor was the Wizard Ardan, from Morwen’s old party. It was strange, though; he was another human, and they had to be at least the same age. 
Barnaby opened the gate to her cottage, he was holding a box of supplies. She didn’t go into town if she could help it, and he needed to make sure she had a full-rounded diet. With healthy things. Like vegetables. 
Clumsily kicking her door open, Barnaby stumbled when he saw her, and Morwen got into a fighting stance, teetering. Barnaby dropped the box to catch her. He scoffed. “Go sit down, old lady.” He smirked, and it was Morwen’s turn to scoff. He picked up the box and mocked her as she spoke.
“Go sit down, old lady? I bet you’d love it if I did what you told me to, huh? Well. I’ve never done what some man told me to do!” She made a rude gesture at him. They laughed, and she sat down in her chair, a comfortable-looking wicker chair with a well-worn cushion.
“Can I trust you not to get in trouble while I make you soup? You need healthy things in your blood. You can’t only eat pastries. I ran into the pastry delivery girl on the way up here.”
“I would never.” Morwen gasped. “The very notion. I also never got you a berry one that’s not in the larder.” She grinned. Barnaby washed his hands and the vegetables, then started cooking. She rested her head in her hands and blinked at him. “So, how is your morning going, kid?”
“It’s okay. The vegetable vendor asked if I was going to eat all of this food myself. Then said ‘Maybe you’re so fat because you have all that magic stuffed inside you like a plug.” Barnaby snickered. “So I told him I was stuffed inside his brother like a plug.”
“You didn’t!”
He smiled. “You’re right. I didn’t. That’s the cheapest vendor. But cheapest for a reason. When I learn a useful spell, I’m toppling his cart.”
“You’ve gotten a lot better! Maybe you’re getting better with age!” Morwen clapped her hands together.
“I’ll be your age before I can do anything!”
“You’re older than me!” They laughed, and Barnaby sighed deeply. He was a hundred and twenty-eight and still looked like a human teenager, relatively. Morwen was seventy-five, and she looked like she was in her nine hundreds, relatively speaking. She had aged so much in the last ten years. Barnaby was afraid he only had another decade left with her.
That was the real reason, if he had to be honest, why he started buying her vegetables so she wasn’t only eating meat and pastries. He merely wanted her around a little longer. He snickered and chopped another carrot. “How was your morning?”
“You know me. I woke up, went for my walk, and hunted dinner. I defeathered it and explained to Mr. Waterstorm that if his chickens cross onto my property, they are my chickens, and he can talk to my axe if he wants to have words about it.”
Morwen declined the use of a cane that she desperately needed, instead using her axe, and could still switch up to a fighting stance with frightening speed. She used it with the blade facing downward so she could swing it upward with momentum if needed. Barnaby had been caught on the other end of that more times than he could count when he had been surprised. 
He still remembered the warmth running down his leg. Barnaby shook his head. 
“Is King Bhatcaulk still trying to round up the half-elves?” Morwen asked, “Or is it gnomes this week? That asshole is just itching for someone to rise up and kill him.”
“Yes. I saw one of his guards trying to spread the rumor that all half-elves share a singular criminal mind, so people will turn them in. It’s ridiculous. Who would do that?
Against all odds, King Bhatcaulk was still alive and ruining lives. Morwen had once told him a far-fetched story about him proposing to her and begging her to be his queen. 
He hadn’t believed her until she’d shown him the ring. And the necklace. And the tiara and gown. Morwen had a large pile of treasure from her adventuring. He looked through her pile to find them; he needed to organize the giant and collapsing mountain of treasures and memories. She hadn’t let him organize it in the past, preferring to play dragon with her horde of treasure, but it had to be dangerous to leave it in the middle of the floor. 
He wasn’t going to let Morwen get crushed by her treasure horde.
While the soup simmered, he began organizing the pile of treasure. He’d been hearing stories about this treasure for about a decade and felt prepared until a firm hand gripped his arm. He looked down and laughed, but Morwen was not laughing. This was serious. 
“You don’t need to organize that. There are dangerous things there.” She took her hand off his arm and sat back down on her chair, breathing heavily.
“The benefactor that’s paying me to be here would probably want me to organize this so that it’s safer for you. At least let me put the dangerous stuff in a cupboard!”
Morwen laughed, a brass, warm laugh. She crossed her arms. “The benefactor that’s paying you to be here is happy enough that you’re making me eat a vegetable and is likely astounded that you pulled it off. When is lunch ready, by the way? I am literally not getting younger. Though I’ve tried. I think one of those baubles rewinds time,” she teased.
“Really?” Barnaby stirred the pot and served two bowls. He gave Morwen her bowl and sat on the floor. “I’ve always been interested in magic, even if I’m not good at it.”
“You can do magic just fine, sure you gotta,” she snickered, “do that cute little song to do it, but all that tells me you probably shouldn’t be a wizard. You probably needed to be a bard. We had a bard before bards were declared non-magical, or, for that matter, illegal. That didn’t stop them, though. Just because someone high up says something is true doesn’t make it so. You could do to look them up and see if they’re still around; they could teach you.”
He ate his soup slowly. “What was their name?”
Morwen was quiet. She stayed quiet for a long time before murmuring, “I’m sorry I got lost in my thoughts. Goblins don’t live very long. What were we talking about?”
“Your bard. What was their name? I’ll look them up; there’s got to be prison records.  Maybe I can find them, and they can teach me. If they're not magical, I can’t get in trouble for not learning magic. Right?”
Before Morwen could answer, there was a knock at the door. Barnaby shot up to answer it, only to drop his soup on the floor. She shouted, “No! Don’t answer it!”
“I swear to the gods, old woman, if you ordered more sweets and made Baarbra walk all the way back here, I’m going to tell them to stop taking orders from you!” 
Barnaby opened the door and made eye contact with the most greasy-looking human man he’d seen. He looked terrified to see Barnaby, and the elf coughed. “Can I help you?”
“I was expecting Ms. Wildfire alone.”
“You’re lucky you got me. She can still wield an axe. Now. What. Do. You. Want?” He said it slowly, feeling magic coating his voice. The greasy man was terrified and shook under Barnaby’s intimidating presence. He couldn’t summon it all the time, but the threat of his favorite person being scammed made it easy to use one of his magic tricks.
Morwen rushed forward with a necklace swinging in her hands. The necklace that King Bhatcaulk had used to propose to her. “I don’t have enough coin for the taxes, but I have this, and it should be more than enough to cover it.”
Barnaby pushed the man out of the cottage, snatching the necklace, and yelled, “Don’t ever let me catch you around here again. We’ll deal with our taxes through official means!”
A large object buzzed past his head and lodged itself into the tree near the door. The axe had worked its magic once more and summoned piss from the “tax collector,” who ran down the mountain, leaving a trail behind him. 
A loud clattering happened behind Barnaby, and he gave a world-weary sigh. 
“I haven’t thrown an axe at one of the king’s men in decades! That was something!”
“What?”
Morwen sat on her chair and clapped her hands over her cheeks in mock horror. “Oh no! The soup! It must have fallen in the scuffle!” The pot, her bowl, and his bowl had met a miserable end. He groaned. 
He picked up the vegetables and put them back in the pot, “No use wasting them, I’ll throw them in your compost. But don’t think you’re getting out of a healthy meal! I brought enough for dinner, too!”
“Of course.” Her smile lacked any genuine feeling, and Barnaby sang his little song to clean the floor. She recalled her axe. 
“You’re getting a lot better at that, see? You can barely tell where the broth seeped into the cracks! I think it’s a confidence issue more than anything. Magic is mostly blood and confidence, I remember our wizard, Ardan, saying. He tried to teach me, but I don’t have a drop of magic in my blood.”  
“Blood and confidence, huh?” Barnaby walked the pot full of vegetables to the garden. He would still have eaten them, to be honest. He was starving.
Morwen followed him, carrying a cute brown package shaped like a rabbit. She spoke in a measured voice, “The blood doesn’t have to be yours. Some magic users use other living beings’ blood. We fought some vampires once, and they used the blood of their victims to make magic.”
He nodded along; he’d heard this story. They’d encountered a decimated village full of corpses and had to fight their way out. He mouthed the words as she said brightly, "We were covered in gore and viscera! I had fluids dripping off my axe that I could not identify! The streets ran red with blood—”
“Morwen, why was that royal tax collector trying to get money from you? Have you been selling your treasure to pay taxes?” Barnaby poured the pot of vegetables into the compost heap and walked back to the cottage. She followed, still holding her package.
“Not that it’s any of your business, but I had enough money to last the rest of my life with some left over, but some busybody decided to come into it and feed me vegetables. Now I’ve extended beyond my natural lifespan!” She grinned, and Barnaby shook his head.
Barnaby’s attitude was like milk on a hot day. He said, “No. I’m not joking. We just assaulted one of the king’s men. They’re going to send someone after you. After us. We need to get out of here.”
Morwen groaned and threw her hands up. “Fine. I’ll call for help. You’re not going to like it, though, and we would do better to take out the king ourselves.”
“That’s ludicrous. What makes you think an elf that does not know magic and an old woman can commit regicide?”
“Oh, come off it! A well-placed puddle could commit regicide! You would use any excuse to keep attention off me! You’re an attention hog, Barnaby!” Morwen cackled and offered him the package.
He shouted, “No! I’m trying not to get us killed! I made an oath to take care of you to the best of my ability! I’m going to do that. Not only because you’re my client but because you’re my friend!” He took the package and opened it one-handed. It was a berry pastry—his favorite.
He took a large bite and kept complaining with his mouth full. He could forgive her for now. 
She hummed once they got into the cottage and dug through her treasure. She found a heart-shaped whistle and groaned. “We don’t have to call for help, do we? We could stand our ground and let them have a taste of my axe.”  
“If you know someone who can help, call them. Because soldiers are probably coming tomorrow, maybe even before then, and I don’t think they’ll be as impressed as you that I can summon lights after I sing a little ditty.” Barnaby sighed and watched Morwen put the whistle to her lips.
“Oh well, I tried. I guess he must be busy! Oh well!” Barnaby snatched the whistle and blew into it several times as loudly as he could. “Nice try, it only works when I do it!”
Aquamarine flames erupted from the earth, and the ground shook. Barnaby gave a loud, high-pitched shriek and hopped back. Morwen stood at the base of the flames with her arms crossed. 
“You good-for-nothing wizard! You said your whistle, which you gave to me as a token of your ‘everlasting love,’ would only work for my lips. You’re such a flake! That’s why I don’t ever believe a word that comes out of your mouth!”
The form of a tall, spindly, elderly human wizard in a periwinkle robe with a long, craggy, grey beard stepped out of the flames and tutted. “Now listen here, Morwen. My words were true, but I thought to myself ‘What if you were in danger, and someone else needed to summon me?”
“Whoever needs to summon you?” Morwen shouted, smacking the wizard.
He adjusted his robe and dusted himself off. “Quite. Well, if you’ve accidentally summoned me, I will take my leave—”
Barnaby cried out, “Wait! You’re Ardan, right? The wizard? Can you help us? Morwen is on the bad side of the royal tax collectors, and there was a misunderstanding earlier, and an axe got thrown and—”
Ardan chortled. “We’re not close enough for you to put your greasy palms all over my name. It is Uphior the Wise, and you would do well to remember.” He groaned and turned to Morwen. “Really, ‘wen? Is throwing axes all you know how to do? Can you even hold the thing up anymore?”
“Listen, Up Yours.” Up Yours and Uphior sounded suspiciously similar, and there was no way Barnaby was going to keep the name separate in his head after her outburst. Morwen shouted, “I can hold my axe fine! Maybe it’s time you left.”
Ardan threw his hands up. “Well, now I’m not going to leave. I have to stay here for when the soldiers come tomorrow to sort out this misunderstanding. Maybe we can convince them you got forgetful in your old age.”
A small fist connected with Ardan’s throat, and the wizard collapsed, flailing.






  
  Chapter 2

“Well, I’m convinced.”


Barnaby had successfully divided the two elderly humans into separate sides of the cottage. He hummed. “So. How long are you planning on staying, Up Yours?” 
Up Yours gave a piteous cry, “Morwen! This is your fault! No one ever took me seriously because of you! You and your jokes!” He groaned and crossed his arms. “If you insist on being familiar, you can call me Ardan. It was a name reserved for Morwen and few others.”
“Would you prefer it to Up Yours?” Barnaby tried to pull back the insincerity in his voice, but he could not help himself. 
Ardan cried out again. “Morwen!” She chuckled, and he groaned. “Two against one. I see how it is. You’re lucky I care enough to help you, Morwen. Especially after how you treated me last time we spoke.”
“Oh, how did I treat you?” Morwen barked. “You and the rest of the party left me here at this cottage and told me I had outlived my usefulness. I reached out to you, my dearest friend, or so I thought! ‘Please convince them I can still fight!’ And you—”
“I was scared!” Ardan nearly screamed. Out of breath and panting, he continued, “I didn’t want to lose you, and you were slowing down. Your reflexes weren’t as quick as they were once, and it only takes one enemy to take advantage of that. I don’t want to lose you!” He wiped his eyes angrily, as if angry at the tears. “Could you not act like I never visited either? I’m here as often as I can.”
Morwen spat. “You don’t want to lose me, so you dumped me in this cottage with a warding spell that snitches every time I leave and hired a babysitter? I was the strongest warrior in the land! I cleaved a mountain in half! He tried to feed me vegetables, Ardan!”
“Vegetables are good for you!” Barnaby and Ardan shouted at nearly the same time. They looked at each other before Ardan continued, “That mountain thing is an exaggeration! A goddess was using your body as a conduit!”
“I’m a strong woman.”
Ardan murmured, “I’m sure you could still cleave me in half. But Morwen, you can’t adventure as you used to.”
Morwen’s face slowly became the color of boiled beets, and she wiped her eyes. “I’d adjust. I’m very resourceful, you always said that. You didn’t even give me a chance, and I’m less strong than I was ten years ago now.” Her fists clenched. “I’m going to show you. We’re going to fight the soldiers tomorrow and kill the king. They want to put my cottage, that you forced me into, into his possession because I haven’t paid him adequate tax. No! This is my house, and I’ll pay tax when he’s earned it. The only thing he’s earned is my axe!”
Morwen was out of breath and let Barnaby lead her to her chair. She continued, panting, “You can go now. Barnaby and I have it from here. Thanks for coming, I guess.”
“No. I’m going to talk to the soldiers and tell them it was a misunderstanding, and you’re going to get rest.” Ardan conjured a comfy-looking chair and sat next to her. She made a rude gesture, and Ardan snickered. “Besides, you don’t want to get the boy killed, do you?”
“I’ll rest when I’m dead. And Barnaby would gladly lay down his life to stick it to authority, right?”
Barnaby stammered, having sat out and watched the conversation up until now, “O-oh! Yeah! I love st-sticking it to th-the man!” He lied. He’d never actually stuck anything to the man. 
Despite being gay, he’d never stuck anything to a man. No man had ever been stuck by him, fascist or not. He laughed, a high-pitched laugh, and both elderly humans stared at him.
“Well, I’m convinced,” Ardan said. His tone was thick with sardonicism, and Barnaby bit back a mean comment. He changed the subject in his mind.
Barnaby looked at the chair that Ardan conjured. He wanted to touch it and see what it was made of. Legends of Uphior the Wise had reached far and wide. He was one of the only wizards to master ninth-level spells and not only survive casting them but survive to cast them multiple times. They
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