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  For Minna—


Thank you for believing in me, even before I believed in myself.

You are the Lyra to my Milo—

bold where I am quiet, wild where I am rooted.

You pulled me from the calm edges of comfort

and into a world bursting with wonder,

where love is fierce, and every day is an adventure.

This story—like every one I’ll ever write—begins with you.
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  Chapter one
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Let’s be Legends


It was another tranquil morning in Willowhaven, a halfling town nestled among rolling emerald hills, where time seemed to flow just a bit slower. The town was little more than a scattering of cottages with thatched roofs and chimneys puffing lazy curls of smoke, all clustered around a central cobblestone square. The square hosted a single market stall today, where old Bram Figroot haggled over sacks of seed and jars of honey. The air was filled with the scent of blooming honeysuckle and freshly tilled soil, as if the very land breathed contentment. 
Willowhaven had none of the grandeur of the sprawling cities of Leicester, our halfling nation. The cities, with their tall spiraling towers of polished stone and intricately carved archways, seemed to scrape the heavens themselves. From afar, their silhouettes pierced the horizon, rising above dense clusters of homes, workshops, and bustling marketplaces. In those places, life moved fast—merchants hawked their wares with booming voices, and the streets thrummed with the steady clatter of hooves and carts. And yet, for all their magnificence, I always felt something missing in the cities. They were loud, chaotic, and cast in the shadows of their own ambition. There was no time to pause, no room to breathe beneath the towering architecture or the watchful gaze of Leicester’s clockwork guardians perched atop their spires. But here in Willowhaven, the sky was wide and unbroken, the clouds drifting lazily like wandering sheep. The only towers here were the gently sloping hills, crowned with wildflowers and golden sunlight. The tallest structure in town was the old clock tower by the meeting house, and even that was dwarfed by the great oaks that ringed the village. People waved when they passed each other, their lives intertwined like the roots of the ancient trees. It was a quiet, honest life, a world away from the endless noise and ceaseless ambition of the city folk. Life wasn’t big or grand—it was small and simple, and that suited me just fine.
I stood atop a small knoll, leaning on my crooked staff, tending to my twin flocks. The goats grazed contentedly, their soft bleats mingling with the occasional yip from one of the wolves patrolling the edges of the field. A few pups tussled in the shade of a tree, while their mothers lounged, keeping a watchful eye on their young. The goats nibbled away at stubborn patches of tall grass, their gentle eyes occasionally glancing my way. It wasn’t a sight you’d expect, certainly not in the wilds surrounding Willowhaven. Goats and wolves were supposed to be natural enemies, but I had found a way to unite them—or at least, keep the peace. It took a lot of work, and some days it still felt like balancing on the edge of a knife, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.
I smiled, content in the quiet rhythm of the morning. That peace, however, was shattered when I saw Lyra barreling across the meadow, her chocolate curls bouncing like wildflowers in the breeze. Her sturdy halfling frame was wrapped in leather armor that bore the scuffs and scratches of countless skirmishes, yet it only seemed to accentuate her undeniable confidence. Her chestnut eyes were sharp, glittering with a mixture of determination and mischief as they locked onto me, and her sun-kissed cheeks were flushed from her sprint. Only a small scar marred her forehead—though I never thought of it as a flaw. It wasn’t from battle, but from a childhood quarrel when another girl threw a rock at her. The first of many disputes, and the only one that left a lasting mark. To me, it was not a blemish, but a badge of her resilience, as beautiful and singular as she was.
“Milo!” she called, her voice cutting through the calm like a battle horn, commanding attention and making the world around her seem small and unimportant. Every stride she took was purposeful, her boots kicking up tufts of grass as if the meadow itself struggled to hold her back. She was chaos wrapped in beauty, a whirlwind of energy and fire, and she was heading straight for me.
I straightened, heart thumping, the tranquility of the moment dissolving as quickly as morning mist. What now? I whined internally. As she sprinted toward me, I caught sight of a piece of paper clutched in her hand. This was not going to go well for me, I could tell.
“Look!” she exclaimed, thrusting the paper toward me as she barreled to a halt, loud and gorgeous as ever, her eyes blazing with excitement. “A quest for adventurers to slay Rylor the White! Posted by Lord Abedias Grimgol. Offering a reward of...” She paused, letting the moment hang dramatically before jabbing her finger at the sum printed at the bottom of the page. “...Two hundred gold pieces! Each.”
Two hundred gold. A life changing sum for a halfling shepherd like me, enough to patch up the barn and keep my flocks comfortable for seasons to come—lifetimes even. But not nearly enough, I thought grimly, to make risking my life against whatever "Rylor the White" was seem like a good idea. I took the paper from her and skimmed it, my brow furrowing. The sketch of a snarling white dragon dominated the top, its scales shimmering with menace. Below it, the text detailed a bounty from Lord Abedias Grimgol himself, calling for any brave—or foolish—enough to rid the land of the beast that had been terrorizing the country’s villages. “Lyra...” I began, my voice already edging toward protest.
She crossed her arms and gave me the look. The one that said I had no choice. The one I could never win against. “Don’t start with me, Milo Treetopper. You and I both know you’re too talented to spend your whole life tending to goats and wolves. This is the kind of opportunity that doesn’t come twice!”
I sighed, glancing back at my peaceful meadow, the distant sound of bleating goats grounding me in a way no treasure or title ever could. “It doesn’t come twice because you're likely to die the first time! We are simple country folk Lyra, not dragon slayers!”
“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” she scoffed, snatching the paper back. “We’ll figure it out together. Besides, you’ve got me. How hard could it be?”
I raised an eyebrow at her, but she had already spun around, marching back toward the village with the kind of determination that always meant trouble. My quiet life, I realized, was over—at least for now. I groaned, rubbing the back of my neck as I watched Lyra disappear over the crest of the hill, the wanted poster flapping in her hand like a battle flag. My goats stared at me expectantly, one letting out a soft bleat wondering, Well, what are you going to do now?
The wolves perked up too, their keen eyes flicking toward me before following Lyra's retreating figure. A few of the pups yipped, their tails wagging in excitement, as if they could sense that the winds of our quiet little lives were about to change. I sighed. “You all stay here,” I muttered to the flock, though I doubted anyone was listening. Gathering my staff, I started down the hill after her.
By the time I caught up, Lyra was already in the square, shoving the poster under Bram Figroot’s nose. A small crowd had gathered—curious halflings in aprons and sun hats murmuring about dragons and gold. Bram squinted at the paper, then adjusted his spectacles and let out a low whistle. “Two hundred gold, eh? That’ll rebuild the south bridge twice over!”
“And maybe a new tavern while we’re at it!” Lyra added, grinning as she turned to the crowd, always the showman. “What say you, folks? Shall Milo and I bring this Rylor the White down and put Willowhaven on the map?”
A few cheers broke out, but I noticed most of the villagers were exchanging worried glances. Halflings weren’t exactly known for taking on dragons. Farming, baking, and the occasional harvest festival dance-off? Absolutely. But dragon-slaying?
“Lyra,” I hissed, grabbing her arm and pulling her aside. “You’re going to get me killed!”
“Oh, please.” She waved me off, her grin wide and fearless. “We’ll come up with a plan. It’s not like we’re going in blind. Besides, this is our chance, Milo. Our chance to do something great! Our names will be sung by bards for generations, just like the Makaisson family!”
I opened my mouth to argue that the Makaisson’s are a family of fanatical thrill seekers and that most of them never actually returned from their adventures, but she planted her hands on her hips and leaned in close, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
“Unless,” she teased, “you’re scared.”
My jaw tightened. “Of course I’m scared! It’s a dragon!”
“Good.” She slapped my shoulder, her laughter ringing out like a challenge. “A little fear keeps you sharp. Now come on, let’s pack up. We leave at first light.”
Before I could protest, she was already off, waving the poster like a banner as she marched toward the inn. I stood there, frozen for a moment, the low buzz of the crowd and the distant bleats of my goats filling the space around me. I shook my head. “This is going to be a disaster,” I muttered, and followed her.
The sun was already beginning to dip below the horizon by the time I reached the Sheepshead Inn, my mind racing ahead to the disaster that was sure to unfold. Lyra was at the bar, chatting with the innkeeper, a jovial fellow by the name of Grigg Stillbarrel. His deep belly laugh echoed through the hall as he pounded the counter in amusement at whatever Lyra was saying. The air smelled faintly of roasting meat and baked bread, and the flickering firelight cast shadows on the walls, giving the whole place a warm, welcoming glow. But my stomach churned in the back of my throat. 
“Grigg!” I called, walking up to the counter.
The innkeeper glanced up and grinned. “Ah, Milo! Lyra tells me you’re off to slay a dragon. You’ll be needing some supplies, eh?”
I opened my mouth to protest, but Lyra cut me off with a gleam in her eyes. “Don’t listen to him, Milo. We’ll be fine. You know we’ll be fine.” She smiled brightly. “Grigg, we’ll need two bedrolls, some trail rations, a few healing potions, and—”
“A map of the region?” Grigg interrupted, already reaching under the counter for an old leather pouch.
“Of course,” Lyra said, giving him an exaggerated wink. “And, oh, perhaps a few extra weapons, just in case. I’ll let Milo take care of the details.”
Grigg gave me a pointed look, then snorted and started pulling together a pack. “You sure about this, Milo?” he asked, his tone suddenly less playful.
I hesitated. “I’d rather be tending to my goats.”
“Right. But I’ve known Lyra long enough to know it’s useless trying to talk her out of something when she’s got her mind set on it.” He chuckled, then handed me the pack. “Just make sure you come back in one piece, eh? We’re going to need you for the spring planting.”
I nodded absently, tossing the pack over my shoulder. Lyra was already bouncing toward the door, practically vibrating with excitement. I followed her outside, the cool evening air biting at my skin as we stood at the edge of the village. The moon hung high in the sky, a silvery crescent that reflected the glint of the distant towers of Leicester’s cities, their lights flickering faintly in the distance. For a moment, I thought of the peace of Willowhaven—the comfort of my home, the simplicity of my quiet life. But then I glanced at Lyra, her fire and excitement infectious, and I knew there was no turning back.
“Lyra,” I groaned, jogging after her. “What about the goats? Who’s going to watch them while we’re off getting ourselves eaten by some mythical beast?”
She didn’t even pause, just waved a dismissive hand over her shoulder. “Oh, they’ll be fine. Ask old Bram to look after them. He’s always bragging about how he used to be a shepherd. Let him prove it.”
“And the wolves?” I pressed. “What if they stop getting along with the goats while I’m gone? Do you have any idea how much effort it took to make that work in the first place?”
She turned to give me a pointed look, raising an eyebrow. “You think they’re going to start brawling the moment you leave? Give them some credit, Milo. They’re not savages. Besides, you’re the one always going on about how true harmony can overcome the primal way.”
I huffed. “Have you even thought about this at all? What if the quest ad is a prank? Some kid with too much time on his hands posting fake rewards to stir up trouble?”
Lyra rolled her eyes and kept walking. “It’s signed by Lord Abedias Grimgol. The Grimgol Family is not exactly known for their sense of humor.”
I tried another tack. “Okay, but why us? Surely there are other adventurers better equipped to handle this. People with—oh, I don’t know—experience fighting dragons?”
“Sure, and they’ll swoop in and take the gold while we sit here twiddling our thumbs,” she shot back, her grin unshakable. “You really want that?”
“Yes!” I exclaimed, throwing up my hands. “Yes, I do!”
She laughed, the sound rich and full of life. “You’re adorable when you’re panicking, you know that?”
“This isn’t panic, it’s common sense!” I protested, my voice rising.
“Milo Treetopper, you are the most talented druid this side of the Grimken Hills,” Lyra said, her tone earnest now, her eyes fixed on mine. “You convinced predator and prey to coexist on a dare. Do you have any idea how incredible that is? If you just gave yourself the opportunity to get out there, you’d easily become Willowhaven’s youngest Archdruid in history!”
I opened my mouth to protest, but she stepped closer, placing a hand on my chest. “Leave the village on an adventure with me,” she pleaded, her voice softening. “You always stay behind when I run off to do mercenary work. And, sure, you’re always here to patch me up when I come home, but this time I need you with me.”
Her words hit me harder than I cared to admit. “Lyra...”
“No one else can do it but you, Milo,” she continued, her gaze unwavering. “I need the man I love on this adventure. Please?”
I let out a long sigh, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “We leave at first light, huh?” I muttered as she finally came to a stop, the inn looming behind us.
“That’s right,” Lyra said, her smile returning as she tilted her head. “Tomorrow, we start our legend.”
I groaned, running a hand down my face. “I’m going to regret this.”
“You always do,” she replied with a wink, grabbing my arm and tugging me toward the door of our home. “But you love it anyway.” And with that, she marched ahead, giggling, dragging me into the warm glow of our peaceful little halfling home and a future that felt like it was spiraling wildly out of my control.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun rose bright and golden over Willowhaven, painting the dewy fields in hues of amber and green. The village stirred early, a rare occurrence, as the entire town had gathered to see us off. At the Sheepshead Inn, Grigg handed over the rations with a chuckle, shaking his head as if to say, I can’t believe you’re really doing this.
My brother, Halwin, stood near the edge of the crowd, his arms crossed and a skeptical frown affixed his face. Although five years my junior, he was broad shouldered and well-muscled for a halfling. His build was attributed to the manual labor he so enjoyed. While we were both shepherd druids, he took pride in the physical aspects of the druidic arts more so than the magical manipulations. His hair was a shade darker than my chestnut brown, and while I was clean shaven, he had a neatly cropped beard which gave him an older appearance. “You’d better come back in one piece, Milo,” he said gruffly. “And don’t worry about the flock. Ol’ Bram and I’ll keep ‘em in line.”
“You better,” I muttered, casting one last glance at the pasture. The goats milled about peacefully, and the wolves lounged nearby as if they already sensed the shift of my absence.
As we prepared to leave, I selected one sturdy goat from the flock—an old favorite named Bramble with a coat like storm clouds and a temperament as steady as the earth itself. Lyra, naturally, chose the sleekest, most battle-hardened wolf of the pack, a scarred gray beast she affectionately called Ashfang.
“You sure this is practical?” I asked as she swung herself onto the wolf’s back with ease.
“Practical?” she shot back, grinning as Ashfang growled playfully. “No. Awesome? Absolutely.”
With a sigh, I mounted Bramble, who snorted in mild protest before settling under my weight. The crowd cheered as Lyra and I exchanged one last glance, her eyes sparkling with excitement.
“Be safe!” someone called, and I couldn’t quite tell if they were addressing me, Lyra, or the poor goat beneath me.
With that, we set off, the road stretching out before us. Bramble’s sturdy frame carried me with ease, his black-and-white coat shining in the morning light as his hooves clopped steadily along the dirt path. My brown, slightly unruly curls poked out from beneath a wide-brimmed hat, and my weathered shepherd’s cloak, patched in places, swayed gently in the breeze. A carved staff rested across my lap, etched with druidic symbols, its wood smooth from years of use. My hazel eyes scanned the horizon ahead, already missing the comforts of home.
Beside me, Lyra rode Ashfang, the sleek gray wolf trotting with silent grace. Her delicate curls framed her impish face, catching the sunlight like a fiery halo. She wore her leather armor with pride. The scuffed plates and straps were a testament to her many battles, though the gear served more as clothing than actual protection the way she fought. A gleaming sword hung at her side, the hilt well-worn from her firm grip. Her sharp eyes flicked between the trail ahead and the woods around us, always alert.
The villagers waved until they were tiny specks on the horizon, their cheerful calls fading as the peaceful hum of Willowhaven gave way to the quiet murmur of the wilds. The contrast only highlighted how out of place the two of us looked—Lyra, a fierce warrior riding a predator, and me, a humble shepherd perched atop a goat, both heading toward a future far beyond the simple life we’d known.
Our destination was the meeting place on the road between the village of Underwillow and the Iron Mountains to the southwest, where adventurers from across the region were supposed to gather in answer to Lord Grimgol’s call. Lyra, as usual, was humming a jaunty tune under her breath, her curls bouncing with every step of her wolf. I, on the other hand, was already mentally listing all the ways this could go wrong.
“You’re awfully quiet,” Lyra said, her voice cutting through the morning stillness.
“Just wondering if the goat can outrun a dragon,” I muttered.
Her laughter echoed through the trees, a sound as carefree as she was. “That’s the spirit, Milo. Always thinking ahead.”
I shook my head but couldn’t suppress the small smile creeping onto my face. For better or worse, our adventure had begun.

      [image: image-placeholder]The road we traveled was wide and well-maintained, cutting through gentle hills and rolling meadows, its cobblestones glinting faintly in the sunlight. For all my fears, the journey itself was peaceful, unmarred by bandits or beasts, much to my relief. Of course, Lyra being Lyra, tried to make it more “interesting.”
“Look at that ridge over there,” she said one afternoon, pointing to a jagged outcrop that jutted from the hillside like the teeth of some ancient beast. “Bet there’s a shortcut up there. Maybe even a cave full of treasure!”
“Or a nest of angry wyverns,” I shot back, tugging Bramble’s reins to keep us firmly on the road. “We’re sticking to the path, Lyra. The last thing we need is to end up in some unnecessary mess before we even get to the dragon.”
She rolled her eyes but grinned. “You’re no fun, you know that?”
“Call it survival instincts,” I muttered, earning a laugh from her that echoed down the empty road.
The days passed in a pleasant rhythm, Lyra recounting her mercenary exploits with a flair for drama while I mostly tried to convince her that going home was still an option.
“Did I ever tell you about the time I fought off a band of orcs with nothing but a frying pan?” she asked one evening as we set up camp under a canopy of stars.
“Yes, twice,” I replied, poking at the fire. “And I’m still not sure I believe you.”
“It happened,” she insisted, her voice light and playful. “You’d know if you ever came with me instead of hiding out with your goats.”
“Someone has to keep the village running while you’re off getting into trouble,” I countered, though there was no heat in my words.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the evenings, we made the most of the quiet. Ashfang would prowl the surrounding woods, occasionally returning with a rabbit or a brace of pheasants. Bramble would graze contentedly nearby, his solid frame silhouetted against the firelight. On rare nights, I managed to catch some rabbits myself, turning them into a decent stew with a few herbs from my pack.  When it rained, we huddled under a small tent, listening to the soft patter of droplets on canvas. And when the skies were clear, we lay beneath the stars, the vastness of the heavens making our mission feel both impossibly distant and frighteningly close. It was almost enough to forget where we were headed. Almost. But every so often, as Lyra hummed herself to sleep or Ashfang settled down beside the fire, I’d look toward the south, where the road narrowed and the Iron Mountains loomed. A white dragon awaited us, and the peace of our journey felt like the calm before the storm.
It had been a week since we’d left Willowhaven, and the further we traveled, the more the world seemed to press in around us. The road had long since turned to dirt, narrowing into a winding trail that cut through the wilderness like a forgotten scar. The wide, open fields I was used to had given way to thick forests, their shadows casting strange shapes over the path ahead.We stopped for a midday meal beneath a cluster of ancient trees, their leaves rustling softly in the breeze. Bramble grazed nearby, while Ashfang sprawled in a patch of sunlight, his ears twitching lazily. Lyra, as usual, was chattering away, spinning some half-true tale about her exploits as a mercenary. But then, just as we were preparing to move on, she went quiet.
At first, I didn’t notice, too busy brushing crumbs off my cloak. But then she turned to me, her expression sharp, her voice low. “Shh,” she hissed, holding up a hand. “Something’s coming. Something big. But… its footsteps sound lopsided.”
I froze, my heart leaping into my throat. Lyra wasn’t the type to spook easily, and the sudden change in her demeanor sent a chill up my spine. “Lopsided?” I whispered.
“Stay close,” she murmured, her hand drifting to the hilt of her sword.
I crouched low behind her, straining to listen. She was right—there were heavy footfalls, slow and uneven, thudding against the ground like distant drum beats. It sounded like a single creature, not a pack, which ruled out wolves or bears. Whatever it was, it was alone—and massive.
We crept forward, using the dense foliage to hide our small frames. Lyra moved like a predator, silent and focused, while I tried my best not to step on anything that would snap or crunch. When the creature came into view, I had to fight the urge to gasp. A two-headed ogre lumbered up the trail, its enormous frame riddled with scars that crisscrossed its mottled gray skin. One of its legs ended in a crude but sturdy peg fashioned from a twisted tree stump, bound in place with vines and moss that gave it an almost grotesque semblance of comfort. Each step was slow and labored, the peg leg scraping against the dirt as it hobbled along.
The heads murmured to one another, their guttural voices blending into a low rumble. I couldn’t make out much, but when I strained hard enough, one word stood out like a beacon in the dark: Rylor.
“Revenge,” one head muttered.
“Revenge,” the other echoed.
Lyra’s grip tightened on her sword, her lips curling into a grin. “This is perfect,” she whispered, her voice practically vibrating with excitement. “A warmup before the dragon. We slay that monster, and I’ll bet there’s a bounty waiting in the nearest village.”
I grabbed her arm before she could charge out. “Are you insane? That thing’s twice our size—no, three times! And it has two heads!”
“All the more reason to take it down,” she shot back, her eyes gleaming with determination. “Come on, Milo, this is what we came out here for!”
“What we came out here for,” I hissed, “is to not die before we even reach the dragon!”
Lyra smirked, already loosening her sword in its sheath. “Stay here if you’re scared. I’ve got this.”
Before I could stop her, she began to inch forward, her movements slow and deliberate, like a cat stalking its prey. My stomach churned as I watched her, my fingers itching for my staff. I watched as Lyra crept forward, my mind spinning in a frantic storm of panic and indecision. She moved like a predator, her every step calculated and precise, but all I could think about was how terribly wrong this could go. I glanced at her, then at the ogre, my thoughts racing as I tried to figure out how she’d possibly take him down—and if there was anything I could do to help. Maybe she’d go for his good leg. I could wrap vines around him, maybe pull out the peg…
Wait.
My eyes fixed on the peg leg, and something about it tugged at the edges of my mind. It wasn’t just a crude stump strapped on with scraps of leather and rope like you’d expect from an ogre. No, this had a distinct purpose to it, a design that radiated a faint but undeniable hum of magic. Whispers of natural energy echoed faintly from it, brushing against my senses like a familiar breeze. I stared harder, squinting to make sure I wasn’t imagining it. Then it clicked. That wasn’t just a random stump. That was druidcraft. 
Before I could stop myself, I burst out of the trees, waving my arms like a lunatic. “Lyra, wait!”
I froze, instantly regretting my outburst as both heads of the ogre swiveled toward me, their twin gaze narrowing in unison. The massive creature shifted its weight, the peg leg creaking ominously. Lyra halted mid-stride, her sword halfway through her swing. She spun toward me, her face a thunderstorm of disbelief and utter disappointment.
“What’s a Lyra?” rumbled the left head, its voice deep and gravelly.
“My name’s Myrkun,” added the right head, almost defensively, as if offended I’d gotten it wrong.
“Milo,” she hissed through clenched teeth, her voice dangerously low, “what in the name of the Nine Hells are you doing?”
“Wait!” I called, raising my hands in what I hoped was the universal gesture for please don’t kill me. “Just—look at him! Look at his leg!”
Lyra didn’t lower her weapon. If anything, she seemed ready to swing it at me instead of the ogre. “I don’t care about his leg, Milo. He’s big, he’s ugly, and he’s in our way. So unless you want to explain this with my sword—”
“Lyra!” I shouted, louder this time. “Just look! That peg isn’t normal—it’s druidcraft!”
She paused, her eyes flickering between me, the ogre, and the peg leg that had caught my attention. Slowly, her stance shifted, her grip on the sword loosening as realization dawned. “Druidcraft?” she muttered, lowering her blade slightly. “You’re sure?”
“Positive,” I said, stepping closer despite her scowl. “That’s not just some random piece of wood strapped to his stump. It’s alive in a way—shaped and sustained by natural magic.”
The left head—Myrkun, apparently—glanced down at the leg, then back at me. “Yeah, so?” it grunted. “A druid made it. His friend cut my leg off, but they spared me. Said they’d help me reclaim my home. Why do you care?”
“A druid made it? And another one cut it off first?” Lyra asked, her tone thick with disbelief.
“Not the druid, his friend,” Myrkun grumbled. “Lost my leg in a fight after I… borrowed some sheep for dinner. One of the sheep turned out to be a druid. We fought, I lost, and then we talked. He made this for me.”
The right head leaned forward, its smaller eyes narrowing. “Why you so interested in my leg, little man? You a leg thief?”
“No, no!” I stammered, waving my hands. “I just… I mean, I recognized the magic. I could feel it. I wanted to know why a druid would help you.”
Both heads exchanged a look before Myrkun shrugged his enormous shoulders. “The druid was called Vorant. He said he felt bad for me. Said I wasn’t just a mindless monster and decided to help. He made the leg as an apology for his friend.”
Lyra snorted. “A druid helping an ogre? That’s a new one.”
“Not all of us are brainless monsters!” the right head snapped, puffing up indignantly. “Besides, I earned his respect.”
I glanced at the intricate peg leg again, marveling at the craftsmanship. Whoever this Vorant was, he had spared Myrkun’s life and given him a chance to start over. I couldn’t help but feel a small pang of kinship.
Lyra sighed and slid her sword back into its sheath. “Fine. You’re not a threat. But what about that dragon you were muttering about? Rylor?”
At the mention of the name, both heads snarled, their massive fists clenching. “Rylor destroyed my kin,” Myrkun growled, his voice thick with anger. “She slaughtered my people, decimated my home. I was a king once. Now I’m all that’s left. Vorant and his friends promised to help me reclaim my land. They told me to go back to face her and help would come.”
Lyra and I exchanged a look, the same thought passing between us.
“Looks like we’ve got a common enemy,” Lyra said, crossing her arms. “What do you say, big guy? Want to team up?”
Both heads turned toward each other, their expressions thoughtful. After a long pause, they nodded.
“You’re crazy, little ones,” rumbled the left head.
“But we like crazy,” the right head added with a toothy grin.
With our new alliance forged, I turned my attention to Myrkun’s peg leg. Though true regeneration was beyond my current abilities—just as I suspected it had been for Vorant—I did what I could. Using druidcraft, I tweaked the design, reinforcing it with living wood that could flex and grow with him. I added touches of moss and vine to improve comfort and balance, ensuring the leg would support his massive frame more effectively.
Myrkun watched my work with a mix of curiosity and gratitude, his twin heads murmuring to each other as I adjusted the bindings. By the time I was done, the peg leg no longer creaked under his weight, and his gait had become noticeably steadier.
“Better?” I asked, stepping back to admire the improvements.
“Better,” the left head grunted.
“Much better,” the right head agreed with a toothy grin.
From there, we continued our journey toward the meeting place where Lord Grimgol and the other adventurers were to gather. The road grew narrower and rougher as we went, the landscape shifting to rocky foothills dotted with patches of hardy trees. As we traveled, I couldn’t help but wonder about the people we’d meet. Would this Vorant be among them? And what kind of adventurers had answered the call to slay a dragon? My curiosity was as strong as my trepidation. Lyra, of course, was unbothered, her confidence as unshakable as ever.
“This is it, Milo,” she said, a spark of excitement in her eyes as she adjusted the straps of her pack. “Our legend begins here.”
I glanced at Myrkun, who lumbered beside us, and then at Lyra, who was practically buzzing with anticipation. “Let’s just hope we survive long enough to make it a good one,” I muttered.






  
  Chapter two
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Two Heads are Better than One


We arrived at the base of the Iron Mountains a little over five days later, our journey slowed slightly by Myrkun’s uneven gait. Still, traveling with the ogre was not as unpleasant as I had feared. Despite his imposing size and gruff demeanor, he had a surprising knack for storytelling. His two heads made for a unique performance—one would begin recounting a tale, only for the other to interrupt with corrections or embellishments. 
“And then the chief swung his club at me,” the left head rumbled, setting the scene.
“Missed by a mile,” the right head interjected. “Nearly took out his own lieutenant!”
“Don’t interrupt!” the left growled.
“I’m making it better,” the right retorted.
Lyra and I exchanged amused glances, her smirk suggesting she was enjoying the bickering as much as the stories themselves. Even Ashfang and Bramble seemed at ease in Myrkun’s presence, the wolf padding along calmly while the goat occasionally flicked his ears toward the ogre’s rumbling voice.
Though the terrain grew rockier and the air colder as we approached the mountains, the journey remained oddly pleasant. The Iron Mountains loomed ahead, jagged peaks scraping the sky, their shadows stretching long and ominous across the land. As we neared the agreed meeting place, a sense of unease began to creep in. Lyra, as ever, was undeterred, her eyes alight with anticipation. “Think they’ll all be here already?” she asked, her hand resting casually on the hilt of her sword.
“Let’s hope they’re friendly,” I muttered, scanning the horizon for signs of life.
“Friendly or not,” Myrkun grumbled, “if they’re after Rylor too, they’d best not get in my way.” With that ominous sentiment hanging in the air, we pressed on, the mountains towering above us like silent sentinels. 
The meeting camp was not hard to find. A modest contingent of mercenary soldiers had set up a semi-fortified encampment at the base of the Iron Mountains. Banners bearing the insignia of House Grimgol—a seven-pointed star embroidered in gold thread—fluttered in the mountain breeze outside the largest tent. We approached cautiously, deciding it was best for Myrkun to remain out of sight for now to avoid any… complications with the guards. He grumbled his agreement and lumbered off to wait behind a rocky outcrop, his two heads muttering to each other about how long this might take.
Lyra took the lead, striding confidently up to the guards stationed at the entrance to the camp. Their armor gleamed in the midday sun, and their spears were planted firmly in the ground. They regarded us with suspicion, but Lyra, ever bold, didn’t wait for them to speak. “We’re here to answer Lord Abedias Grimgol’s call,” she announced, her voice steady and commanding. “Where can we find him or his representative?”
One guard, a stout human with a thick black beard, gave us a once-over before nodding. “State your names.”
“I’m Lyra Undertree, and this is Milo Treetopper,” she said, gesturing to me. “We’ve come to join the hunt for Rylor the White.”
The guard hesitated, then motioned toward the largest tent. “Speak to Captain Jericous. He’ll decide if you’re worth Lord Grimgol’s time.”
The guards stepped aside, and we made our way to the tent. Inside, it was spacious but utilitarian. A large table dominated the center, strewn with maps and marked with small wooden figurines. Standing behind it was a figure unlike any I had expected—a bluish-gray skinned triton clad in shimmering, scaled armor that reflected shades of blue and green. His trident, polished to a gleaming silver, was planted in the ground beside him, and his eyes were as sharp as the weapon itself.
He looked up as we entered, his expression cool and assessing. “More adventurers,” he said, his voice carrying a strange resonance, like waves crashing in the distance. “Let’s hope you’re better prepared than the last lot.”
Lyra strode toward the table, unfazed by his imposing presence. “Lyra Undertree and Milo Treetopper,” she said. “We’re here to serve in Lord Grimgol’s cause.”
The triton inclined his head slightly. “Captain Jericous Thalvyr,” he introduced himself. “Commander of the Manifold Guard, charged with overseeing this expedition. What skills do you bring to the hunt?”
Lyra smirked, resting a hand on the hilt of her sword. “I fight. He’s a druid. Between the two of us, we’ve kept our little corner of the world running smoothly, and now we’re here to deal with your dragon problem.”
Jericous studied us in silence for a moment, his sharp gaze lingering on me. “A druid, you say? Interesting. And have you ever faced a dragon before?”
“Not directly,” I admitted, trying to ignore Lyra’s eye roll. “But we’ve handled our fair share of challenges.”
“We’ll see about that,” Jericous said, his tone skeptical but not dismissive. “You’ll be briefed on the details of the mission shortly. For now, make yourselves comfortable. The others should be arriving soon.”
Lyra nodded, but I couldn’t help but feel a gnawing sense of unease. We had taken the first step, but the true challenge was still ahead. As we left the tent, I glanced toward the rocky outcrop where Myrkun waited, his hulking silhouette blending with the jagged terrain. How would he factor into the triton captain’s plans—or would he even be accepted at all?
Before we could leave entirely, I hesitated and turned back to Jericous. “Speaking of other adventurers, how many are we expecting?”
The triton crossed his arms, “Five, including the two of you,” he said. “Lord Abedias Grimgol approved payment for a party of five adventurers, separate from the soldiers under my command. I’ve already turned away dozens—fortune-seekers and glory hounds with no real skill. Those fools would only get in the way and end up dead, leaving us to clean up their mess.” He looked us over critically, his gaze lingering on me longer than I liked. “In truth, I’m only considering you two because you’re the first pair to arrive with someone capable of healing. I’d wager you’re more useful than most of the idiots I’ve sent packing.”
Lyra smirked at that, nudging me with her elbow. “See? Told you we’d stand out.”
Jericous ignored her and continued, his tone as measured as before. “The other three I’m expecting are vetted adventurers from across Velgarth. Each of them has a reputation for skill—capable warriors and casters. Once they arrive, we’ll begin the full briefing. Until then, make yourselves useful or stay out of the way.”
I nodded, though his words didn’t do much to ease the knot in my stomach. As Lyra and I stepped out of the tent, she was practically glowing with anticipation, but my thoughts lingered on Myrkun and this mysterious group of strangers we’d soon be joining. I glanced at Lyra as we walked away from the tent, my voice low so no passing soldier could overhear. "How should we bring up Myrkun to him?"
Lyra didn’t miss a beat, twirling a stray curl around her finger as she grinned. "Well, I don’t think he cares about the gold reward, so that’s not an issue. Maybe we just say we’ve got help from this big guy. Play it casual."
I gave her a look. "Casual? Myrkun is an ogre with two heads. That’s about as far from casual as it gets."
"Fine," she shrugged. "Then we tell him he’s an ally under your power to give us aid, if they question us even further."
"Under my power?" I raised an eyebrow. "You think Jericous is going to buy that?"
Lyra smirked. "I can be very persuasive when I want to be."
"Uh-huh." I rubbed the back of my neck, uneasy. "I don’t know how well that’s going to work, but should we tell him now or wait until later?"
"Later, definitely," Lyra said firmly, her tone decisive. "If we throw too many problems at him now, he’ll send us packing before we even make it to the briefing. Let’s get through the first hurdle, then we’ll deal with introducing Myrkun."
I sighed. "Great. We’re hiding a two-headed ogre ally in the wings like some sort of secret weapon. What could possibly go wrong?"
Lyra clapped me on the back with a laugh. "Exactly. Nothing will go wrong because we’ve got this under control. Trust me, Milo. What’s the worst that could happen?"
I didn’t answer. Because with Lyra, the list of possibilities was endless.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next several hours passed in stark contrast between Lyra and me. True to form, Lyra was loud and boisterous, throwing herself headfirst into conversation with the Manifold Guard. I watched from a distance as she swapped war stories with the soldiers, her laughter carrying on the breeze. She had a way of winning people over, her infectious energy breaking down walls before anyone realized they’d been raised. By the time the sun dipped low, she’d already managed to ingratiate herself among the warriors we’d soon be fighting alongside.
I, on the other hand, kept to myself. While Lyra reveled in the camaraderie, I busied myself tending to Bramble and Ashfang. Bramble nuzzled my hand as I checked his hooves, his warm breath steady and familiar, a small comfort in the growing tension I felt. Ashfang prowled nearby, ever-watchful, his sleek fur blending into the shadows of the camp. When I wasn’t tending to my animals, I let my eyes wander to the wilds around us, scanning for any signs of the dragon’s presence. Broken branches, claw marks, a scorched patch of earth—anything to suggest we were nearing danger. But the landscape was stubbornly quiet, offering no clues, only the soft rustling of leaves and the distant call of birds. Still, the lack of signs did little to calm my nerves. If anything, it made me more uneasy. The silence felt wrong, like the calm before a storm.
I crouched next to Bramble, my hand resting on his side as I glanced toward the campfire where Lyra was regaling the guards with another tale of her exploits. Her confidence was reassuring, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were all walking into something far greater than any of us could truly prepare for. As I ran my hand along Bramble’s sturdy flank, making sure his hooves were free of any debris, the sound of Lyra’s booming voice carried across the camp, drawing attention like a bonfire on a cold night. “Always the center of attention, isn’t she?” I sighed.
Bramble snorted softly, his voice warm and familiar in my mind. “She’s loud. But they like her for it. Makes them feel stronger.”
I chuckled, patting his shoulder. “Yeah, you’re not wrong. She’s good at that.”
Ashfang, lounging nearby, flicked an ear in my direction. “And you’re good at this,” he said, his deep voice calm and steady, though tinged with amusement. “Tending. Watching. Worrying.”
I glanced at the wolf, smirking. “Oh, so I’m just a worrier now, huh?”
Ashfang’s golden eyes glinted in the dim light as he stretched languidly. “It’s not a bad thing. Someone has to keep their head while others charge in like fools.”
Bramble bleated softly, nuzzling my hand. “He’s right, you know. You’re always the steady one. Lyra’s the fire; you’re the roots. Keeps everything from burning down.”
I sighed, rubbing Bramble’s neck. “Yeah, but maybe they’re expecting fire from me too. Everyone here looks ready for war, and I’m just… me.”
Ashfang rose gracefully and padded over, pressing his broad head into my side. “You think you’re less because you don’t shout and swing steel? The wild doesn’t care for noise. It listens to those who understand it. You’ll see—you’ll make them listen too.”
Bramble chimed in, his voice light and teasing. “And if they don’t, Ashfang can just growl at them. That always works.”
I laughed, scratching behind Ashfang’s ears. “Yeah, I’m sure growling will solve everything.”
From across the camp, Lyra’s voice rang out like a bell. “MILO! Stop flirting with the animals and come meet people! They’re not going to bite you!”
Ashfang huffed, his voice a wry rumble. “Unlike me.”
Bramble let out a bleat that I swore sounded like laughter. “Go on, Milo. She’s not going to stop until you do.”
I groaned, giving each of them a final pat. “Guess there’s no escape, huh?”
Ashfang’s tail flicked, his voice carrying a note of dry humor. “Not from her. But she does it because she cares.”
Bramble nudged me one last time. “Go. We’ll be here when you’re done being social.”
I straightened, glancing back at them with a small smile. “Thanks, both of you. Don’t let anyone steal my bedroll while I’m gone.” I trudged toward Lyra, her grin wide and mischievous, and I couldn’t help but feel a little steadier. Whatever happened next, at least I had Bramble and Ashfang at my back—and Lyra pulling me forward, whether I liked it or not.

      [image: image-placeholder]Soon the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the camp, I noticed figures approaching Captain Jericous's tent. One by one, they stepped into the clearing, each one bearing the unmistakable air of seasoned adventurers.
The first to arrive was a tiefling, his deep crimson skin catching the last rays of sunlight. His horns curled back elegantly from his temples, and his tail swayed lightly with each step. He was dressed in noble robes of fine make, tailored perfectly and embroidered with silver arcane sigils. At his belt hung a potion rack, each vial glinting with liquid of different hues, alongside a spell component pouch and an intricately-bound wizard’s tome. His every movement exuded confidence, and the faint hum of magical energy seemed to follow him, like a cloak of unseen power.
Next came a human man in gleaming plate armor, his every step purposeful and deliberate. His armor bore the unmistakable holy symbol of Lasiruian, the human deity of knowledge and ambition. It was emblazoned proudly on his chest, catching the firelight as he moved. A longsword rested at his hip, its pommel polished to a shine, and a set of javelins was strapped to his back. He carried himself with the calm resolve of a paladin, his gaze sharp and scanning the camp with a protective air. This was clearly a warrior who had seen his share of battles and was prepared for many more.
Finally, a ranger slipped into camp with quiet grace, his movements near-silent despite the twigs and leaves scattered across the ground. He was a tall human with a lithe, wiry build, his clothing blending into the natural hues of the wilderness. Across his back was slung a powerful longbow, unstrung for now, but his fluid motions suggested he could have it strung and firing in the blink of an eye. His sharp eyes flicked around the camp, taking in every detail, his demeanor calm yet watchful. This was a man who lived in the wilds, his every action measured and deliberate—a predator on two legs.
Each of them entered Jericous's tent with purpose, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of nervousness. These were formidable individuals, handpicked for their skills and experience. If we were to work with them, we’d have to prove ourselves worthy—or risk being overshadowed entirely.
I turned my gaze back to Lyra, wondering how she’d manage to ingratiate herself with this lot. Knowing her, she’d dive in headfirst. I, on the other hand, wanted nothing more than to disappear into my bedroll. 
“Milo! Quit loitering and get over here! You’re going to miss all the fun!” Lyra’s voice rang out like a bell across the camp, cutting through the hum of conversation and the clinking of armor.
I froze mid-step, halfway through sneaking around the edge of the camp toward the quieter tree line. Several heads turned in my direction, curious or amused, and I felt heat crawl up my neck. Lyra, of course, was grinning ear to ear, utterly unapologetic for her outburst.
Bramble nudged me with his nose, his voice a soft whisper. “Caught you.”
“Thanks for the support,” I muttered under my breath, glancing at Ashfang, who looked entirely unbothered by the commotion.
The wolf’s golden eyes flicked toward Lyra. “She won’t stop until you listen. You might as well go now before it gets worse.”
I sighed, casting one last longing glance at the trees. “I could just disappear for a while. She’ll forget about me eventually.”
Ashfang snorted, his voice a wry rumble. “Do you even know her?”
Bramble bleated softly, clearly amused. “She’d hunt you down. And probably drag you back by your ear.”
I groaned, reluctantly patting Bramble’s flank. “Fine, fine. No peace for me today, apparently.”
With my head lowered to avoid as many stares as possible, I trudged back toward Lyra. Her grin only widened when she saw me, her brown curls bouncing as she waved me over with exaggerated enthusiasm.
“There he is!” she called, loud enough for half the camp to hear. “Took you long enough. Thought you might’ve run off.”
“That was the plan,” I muttered under my breath, earning a chuckle from one of the soldiers nearby.
Lyra threw an arm around my shoulders as soon as I got close, pulling me towards the captain’s tent. “Now, let’s show these fine folks why you’re the brains of this operation.”
I gave a weak smile, casting a longing glance back at Bramble and Ashfang, who were both clearly enjoying my discomfort from afar. Sometimes I wondered if I shouldn’t have brought them along just to keep me company. But as Lyra’s laughter rang out, infectious as ever, I couldn’t help but smile despite myself. I’d just have to survive the attention—for now.
We entered the tent and Lyra comfortably planted herself at the table, her arms crossed and a fearless smirk played on her lips. I shuffled in more timidly, aiming to sit beside her. The other adventurers were gathered as well, their eyes shifting between us and each other.
“About time,” Lyra teased, clapping me on the back as I stepped up beside her. “Alright, Captain Jericous, let’s get these introductions out of the way, shall we? I’m Lyra Undertree, and this is my druidic better half, Milo Treetopper.”
I flushed slightly at her confidence, but the captain just nodded, his expression unreadable. “Noted. Let’s move on.”
The tiefling wizard was the first to speak, his voice smooth and refined, like a noble addressing an audience. “A pleasure. I am Kaelis Duskthorn, arcanist and scholar. You’ll find my spells as sharp as my wit.” He gave a small bow, his golden eyes glinting with intelligence.
The paladin straightened his back, his tone calm and steady. “I am Sir Aldric of the Silver Order, servant of Lasiruian. My sword and my faith are at your service.” He glanced briefly at Lyra and me, his face stern but not unkind.
The ranger, however, barely spoke above a murmur. “Therron,” he said simply, his sharp eyes flicking between everyone at the table. “Just Therron.”
The introductions complete, Captain Jericous folded his arms, his trident leaning against the table. “Now that you’re all acquainted, let’s get to the task at hand. We’ll move out at dawn to track the dragon Rylor. Scouts report activity in a cave system farther up the Iron Mountains, and that’s our first target.”
Lyra leaned forward, her grin widening. “Sounds like a challenge. I like it.”
Kaelis raised an eyebrow. “And what of reinforcements? Surely the Manifold Guard won’t just leave us to fend for ourselves.”
Jericous’s expression hardened. “You’ll have my men for support, but make no mistake—the five of you are the vanguard. Your skills will be what turns the tide in this fight. If you’re not up to the task, say so now and save us the wasted time.”
I shifted uncomfortably under the weight of his words, glancing at Lyra. She, of course, looked more eager than ever.
“Well, I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” she said, leaning back and crossing her arms. “Right, Milo?”
I nodded, though my stomach churned. “Right.”
And so, the plan began to take shape, the air in the tent thick with anticipation. Jericous’s voice was steady, but the weight of his words hung heavy in the air. “When we eventually find this dragon,” he said, his trident tapping lightly against the ground for emphasis, “how each of you specifically decide to face her will be your choice. My men will stay in reserve—to finish the job or, if necessary, try and pull you back.” His eyes swept over the group, lingering briefly on me. “That’s why we have this healer.” He gestured in my direction, and suddenly all eyes were on me. My mouth went dry, and I felt myself shrink under the weight of their scrutiny.
“Uh, right,” I stammered, lifting a hand awkwardly. “If you fall, I’ll do my best to, uh, pick you back up. But, uh… please don’t take unnecessary risks.”
Therron snorted softly, a flicker of amusement crossing his face. Kaelis raised a brow, his golden eyes narrowing. “Unnecessary risks? Boy, we’re fighting a dragon! It’s nothing but risk!”
“Right, I know,” I blurted, my voice rising an octave. “I just—”
Lyra cut me off before I could flounder further, her voice sharp and commanding. “Enough!” She stepped forward, planting herself between me and the others. Her chocolate curls seemed to glow under the lamplight, her fierce expression daring anyone to argue. “Milo’s the best healer you’re going to get out here, and he’s saved my life more times than I can count. So unless you’ve got another druid stashed away somewhere, I suggest you quit staring at him like he’s a goat in a wolf’s den.”
Jericous raised a hand, silencing the murmurs of discontent. “Enough posturing. All of you will need to rely on one another before this is over. Remember that.”
Lyra shot me a wink, her hand brushing my arm as she returned to her seat. “Relax, Milo,” she whispered, her voice low and reassuring. “You’re here because you’re good at what you do. Don’t let them forget it.”
I nodded, grateful for her intervention, but the knot in my stomach remained. Fighting a dragon wasn’t just about risks—it was about survival. And I wasn’t sure how well we’d fare against something so monstrous.
Jericous leaned over the map of the mountain terrain, his trident tapping lightly on a crude marking of the dragon’s suspected lair. His voice was firm and authoritative as he began to outline the plan. “First, we’ll scout the lair’s perimeter. Therron,” he nodded to the ranger, “your expertise will be invaluable here. You’ll locate the dragon’s position and note any additional threats or potential ambush points.”
Therron nodded, his expression stoic but focused.
“Sir Aldric,” Jericous continued, “you’ll lead the vanguard. Your divine protection and ability to draw the dragon’s ire will keep it focused on you long enough for the rest of us to engage effectively. Lyra, you’ll flank Aldric, striking at any vulnerabilities the dragon reveals.”
Lyra smirked, cracking her knuckles. “Sounds like a good fight to me.”
“Kaelis,” Jericous said, turning to the wizard, “you’ll provide magical support. I suggest with a focus on hindering the dragon’s movements—ground it if it tries to take flight, and neutralize its frost breath if possible.”
Kaelis gave a curt nod, his fingers absently brushing the spellbook at his side.
Jericous’s gaze finally landed on me. “Milo, you’ll stay behind the front line, keeping everyone standing. Your druidic abilities will also be crucial in controlling the battlefield—use the terrain to our advantage.”
I nodded nervously, the weight of responsibility settling heavily on my shoulders. “Understood.”
“Good,” Jericous said, straightening. “If things go south, the Manifold Guard will move in as a last resort, but let’s aim to keep this in your hands. Any questions?”
I cleared my throat, hesitating for a moment before speaking. “Actually, I have… an additional asset to mention.” All eyes turned to me again, and I forced myself to stand a little straighter. “We have an ally,” I said, carefully choosing my words. “An unconventional one. A two-headed ogre named Myrkun.” The silence that followed was palpable. Lyra crossed her arms, her expression unreadable, while the rest of the room exchanged skeptical glances.
“A two-headed ogre,” Sir Aldric said flatly, his tone laced with disbelief.
“He’s in this for revenge,” I continued, pressing on before the doubts could grow louder. “This dragon wiped out his entire tribe. Myrkun was a king among his people, and now he’s the last of them. He’s strong, resilient, and determined. He’ll add extra strength to our vanguard and bolster Aldric and Lyra in close combat.”
Jericous tilted his head, his sharp eyes narrowing. “And you trust this… ogre?”
“He’s crude, but he’s no mindless brute,” I replied quickly. “He has a grudge against the dragon, and I can vouch for his cooperation. I even improved the peg leg that’s keeping him mobile. He won’t be a liability.”
Kaelis Duskthorn leaned back in his chair with a skeptical smirk, his crimson tail flicking lazily. “So, let me get this straight—you’re staking our lives on the trustworthiness of a two-headed ogre with a wooden leg? Sounds like the start of a bard’s tragic ballad.”
Lyra shot him a glare, crossing her arms. “Myrkun’s a good fighter. Anyone with half a brain and any battle experience can tell just by looking at him. I’d trust him in a brawl any day. Besides, if he wants revenge, he’ll fight twice as hard.”
Sir Aldric, who had been silent until now, frowned, the furrow in his brow deepening. “Even so, trusting a creature like that is a gamble. The knowledge of Lasiruian shall guide us, but his light does not shine on ogres.”
I held my ground, though his disapproval made me shrink a little. “I’m not asking you to trust him blindly—trust me. He owes me for his leg, and I know how to keep him in line if it comes to that.”
Jericous’s gaze flicked between the group before settling back on me, his expression unreadable but sharp. “Fine,” he said after a heavy pause. “He’ll fight alongside the vanguard. But I’ll hold you two personally responsible if he turns on us.” His piercing eyes lingered on me, and he folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll be honest, Milo Treetopper. I just met you, and frankly, you seem a bit timid for the task ahead. This is a dragon we’re facing, not some band of goblins. If you falter, it won’t just be your life on the line—it’ll be ours.”
I swallowed hard, feeling the weight of everyone’s eyes on me again. I hesitated, my hands twitching at my sides, but then I straightened, drawing strength from a single, unshakable thought. 'Lyra was going to be there with everyone. I’d face a hundred dragons if it meant keeping her safe.' My voice steadied as I spoke.
“I know my place in this fight,” I said, locking eyes with Jericous. “And I won’t let anyone down.”
Lyra, standing at my side, grinned with pride and defiance. “He won’t,” she said firmly, her tone brooking no argument. “And neither will I. Myrkun’s strong, and so are we. Together, we’ll make this plan work.”
Kaelis chuckled, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Brave words from the healer. Let’s hope you keep that spine when the fire starts flying.”
“Kaelis,” Lyra snapped, her voice sharp as her blade. “Enough. Milo’s the reason we have Myrkun on our side, and he’s the reason some of you might make it back alive. Show some respect.”
Jericous raised a hand, silencing any further bickering. “That’s enough. The ogre will join the vanguard. And Milo, this is your chance to prove yourself. Don’t waste it.”
Sir Aldric inclined his head slightly, his tone softer but still firm. “Lasiruian teaches us that courage often blooms in unexpected places. Perhaps we’ll see yours in time.”
Therron, standing quietly in the corner, offered a small, almost imperceptible nod. “We’ll need every advantage we can get. Let’s just hope the ogre delivers—and you, too, healer.”
I nodded, feeling a mix of determination and anxiety settle over me. The room quieted as Jericous gestured to the map again. “That’s settled, then. Adjustments will be made. We move out at dawn. Be ready.”
The room fell quiet for a moment, the weight of the mission settling over everyone. I glanced at Lyra, who gave me an encouraging nod. We’d taken a risk bringing up Myrkun, but now all we could do was hope he’d prove himself in the fight to come. As the meeting dispersed, the tension in the tent eased slightly, replaced by the purposeful energy of preparation. Lyra clapped me on the back, her grin as wide as the moonlit sky.
“Well done, Milo,” she said, her tone light but full of approval. “I think Myrkun’s going to love this.”
I forced a small smile, though my stomach churned with uncertainty. “Let’s hope so,” I muttered, glancing toward the rocky outcrop where Myrkun was likely waiting. At least we had a plan—and a fighting chance.
The camp was quiet as we made our way back to our small tent pitched at the edge of the encampment. The crisp night air carried the faint rustle of the Iron Mountains, and the campfires flickered against the dark. Lyra, ever the optimist, hummed a tune as we walked, her energy seemingly boundless. 
Before settling in for the night, we veered toward Myrkun’s makeshift camp. The two-headed ogre sat on a large stone, his massive frame silhouetted against the starlit sky. One head gnawed on what looked like a roasted hare, while the other stared into the distance, lost in thought. At our approach, both heads turned. “You two took your time,” Myrkun grumbled, the left head wiping grease from its chin. “What’s the word?”
Lyra took the lead, as usual. “Good news, big guy. You’re in. The hunting party will have you join us on the vanguard.”
The right head grunted. “About time. Thought I’d be stuck out here while you all had the fun.”
I sat next to him, choosing my words carefully. “Jericous Thalvyr, that triton captain, was skeptical, but we vouched for you. Just… keep in line, all right? He’s trusting us to make sure things go smoothly.”
Both heads exchanged a look, and then Myrkun shrugged. “I have no quarrel with the soldiers. The dragon’s my target, same as yours. As long as they let me get my revenge, then we are allies. Just point me in the right direction.”
Lyra chuckled. “That’s the spirit. We set out at dawn, so get some rest. Big day tomorrow.”
The right head smirked, while the left one muttered, “Dragons don’t sleep. Why should we?”
“Because you’re not a dragon,” Lyra shot back with a grin.
With that, we left him to his thoughts and headed back to our tent. The weight of the coming battle hung in the air, but Lyra’s unwavering confidence gave me a thread of hope to cling to. Tomorrow would test us all, but tonight, at least, we could prepare in peace.
Lyra and I nestled together in our small tent, the thick canvas barely holding back the chill of the night. Bramble lay curled on one side of us, his warm bulk radiating a comforting heat, while Ashfang stretched out on the other, his steady breathing blending with the sounds of the camp outside. I stared up at the faintly glowing fabric of the tent, my thoughts a swirling storm of doubt and dread. Sleep eluded me, driven off by the relentless specter of what tomorrow would bring. A dragon wasn’t just a creature—it was death incarnate, an apex predator, and we were marching straight into its lair. 
Lyra, however, was blissfully unbothered. Her arm draped across my chest, her head nestled into the crook of my shoulder, and she snored with the gusto of a bear deep in hibernation. Every so often, her lips twitched, and she muttered half-formed curses into the quiet, as if dreaming of an argument she wasn’t quite done with. “Stupid ogre... stupid dragon… I’ll bash your ugly faces…”
I couldn’t help but smile despite myself. If I didn’t love her so much, this might have been my least favorite way to spend what could very well be my last night alive. But love her, I did, and for all her sharp edges and chaotic energy, Lyra gave me something I couldn’t quite put into words—a reason to face my fears, a reason to fight, even when the odds seemed insurmountable. I closed my eyes, listening to the soft rustle of Bramble shifting in his sleep and the reassuring presence of Ashfang at my side. Tomorrow loomed like a shadow on the horizon, but for now, I held onto this small moment of warmth, chaos, and love.






  
  Chapter three
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Ice Wyrm from Kur


The first light of dawn crept over the Iron Mountains, painting the rugged peaks in hues of gold and lavender. The camp stirred with the muted sounds of armor being strapped on, weapons being inspected, and boots crunching against the frost-kissed earth. The air was sharp, biting at exposed skin, but it was alive with a tense energy that drew everyone from their tents and toward the gathering point outside the Manifold Guard’s camp. 
Lyra woke first, stretching with a groan that turned into a string of sleepy grumbles about the cold. Bramble snorted, nudging her with his nose as Ashfang yawned, flashing sharp teeth before resuming his usual, watchful silence. I rolled onto my side, groggy but awake, and Lyra nudged me with her elbow. “Come on, hero. Time to face the music,” she said with a crooked grin, already lacing up her boots.
We joined the others outside, where Jericous stood tall and commanding in his gleaming triton armor, the sea-blue sheen of its scales catching the early morning light. His trident was planted firmly in the ground at his side, a silent testament to his authority. Therron, the ranger, was already up and alert, his keen eyes scanning the horizon as he unstrung and restrung his bow with practiced ease. He said little, as usual, but his presence was sharp and steady, like a coiled spring ready to act. Kaelis Duskthorn adjusted the clasp of his crimson robes, his tail flicking in irritation as he muttered incantations under his breath. The tiefling wizard’s gaze flicked to the rest of us with a hint of impatience, his potions clinking softly at his belt as he checked his spellbook one last time. Sir Aldric of the Silver Order stood apart from the others, a towering figure clad in polished plate armor that gleamed like a second sunrise. He knelt for a moment, murmuring a prayer to Lasiruian, his voice steady and calm. The holy symbol on his chest caught the light, glowing faintly, as if in divine response. And then there was Myrkun. The two-headed ogre waited near the edge of the camp, his imposing figure standing out starkly against the backdrop of rugged rocks. One head muttered something about revenge while the other grumbled about breakfast, but both pairs of eyes burned with grim determination.
Jericous Thalvyr raised his voice, cutting through the low murmur of conversation. “Gather round! We move out in thirty minutes. Final checks on weapons, armor, and supplies. This is it, people—no room for mistakes.”
The party exchanged glances—some tense, others resolute. Lyra nudged me with her elbow again, her grin softening. “Time to show them what we’re made of,” she said.
I nodded, the weight of the day settling over me like a cloak. The dragon’s lair awaited, and we were ready—or as ready as we’d ever be.
The march to the cave system was tense and quiet, broken only by the crunch of boots
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