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    For everyone who is tired of fighting dragons. Put down the sword. Pick up a spoon. The quest can wait.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "To destroy an enemy, one must be rigid, unyielding, and cold. Strike without hesitation." — General Kael's Treatise on Warfare, 4th Edition
"To destroy a soufflé, one must be rigid, unyielding, and cold. For the love of gods, be gentle." — The Hearth-Keeper's Guide to Pastry
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​PROLOGUE
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The Last Echo

The silence was heavier than the sword.

Rorek sat on a jagged slab of obsidian, his breath hitching in his chest like a broken bellows. Around him, the Ash-Wastes were finally still. For three days, the air had been filled with the shrieking of steel, the roar of the Void Dragon, and the crackle of arcane lightning.

Now, there was only the rain. It fell in soft, grey sheets, sizzling as it hit the cooling scales of the beast lying dead fifty paces away.

Rorek looked down at his hands. They were trembling. Not from fear—he hadn’t felt fear since he was a boy in the Northern Clans—but from a deep, marrow-sucking exhaustion that sleep would not fix. His gauntlets were caked in black ichor. His plate armor, dented in three places where the dragon’s tail had caught him, felt like it weighed a thousand stone.

"We did it," a voice cheered from the fog.

It was Varrick, the party’s rogue. He was dancing atop the dragon’s snout, prying a gemstone the size of a melon from the beast’s forehead. "Rory, look at this! The Shadow Guild will pay a king's ransom for the Soul-Gem alone. We’ll be swimming in gold. We’ll be legends! The bards will sing of this for an age!"

Rorek tried to nod, but his neck wouldn't cooperate. Legends.

He had been a legend when he stopped the Necromancer of Val-Kora. He had been a legend when he broke the Siege of High-Keep. He was thirty-eight years old, and his knees clicked when it rained, and he could not remember the last time he had eaten a meal that didn’t taste like road dust and iron.

"Rorek!" The voice was melodic, commanding, and utterly exhausting.

High-Seeress Ysolde stepped through the mist, her white robes glowing with a magical, dirt-repelling light. She was already casting a mending cantrip on the hem of her sleeve. "Come now. The King is waiting in the capital. The High Council has prepared a Triumph in our honor."

A Triumph. Noise. Crowds grabbing at his cloak. Nobles pretending to respect him while wrinkling their noses at the smell of orc blood. More quests. More monsters. More killing until, inevitably, he was just slightly too slow, and he ended up like the dragon.

Rorek slowly stood up. The joints of his armor screamed.

He looked at his sword—Grim-Sever. It was a magnificent blade, forged from star-metal, capable of slicing through stone. He had carried it for fifteen years. It was his identity.

He looked at the dead dragon. He looked at the endless grey sky.

"No," Rorek said.

The word was so quiet the rain almost drowned it out.

Varrick hopped down from the carcass, his smile faltering. "What?"

Rorek reached down to his belt. With a click that sounded like a gunshot in the quiet, he unclasped the heavy leather scabbard. He didn't draw the sword. He kept it sheathed.

He held it out.

"Take it," Rorek grumbled, his voice like gravel grinding together.

"Rory, you’re light-headed," Ysolde said, stepping forward, the glow of her holy symbol flaring. "You took a hard hit. Let me cast a Greater Restoration—"

"I don't need restoration," Rorek said. He dropped the sheathed sword onto the wet ash. It landed with a dull thud, not a clang. "I need a drink. And I need to sleep in a bed that doesn't move."

"Where are you going?" Varrick shouted as Rorek turned his back on the greatest victory of the century. "The King—"

"The King can keep the gold. And the glory."

Rorek began to walk. He didn't look back at the dragon. He didn't look back at his friends. He walked toward the tree line, where the road began. He unbuckled his pauldrons as he walked, letting the heavy steel shoulder plates slide off and fall into the mud behind him.

He felt lighter with every step.

He was done.



​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE
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The Aggro Range of Yeast

Rorek stared at the ball of dough. The dough, largely indifferent to his intimidation tactics, sat on the counter and did absolutely nothing.

In his previous life, Rorek had wrestled a Hill Giant into submission. He had held the line against a tidal wave of undead using nothing but a shield and a very bad attitude. He had a Strength score that bards wrote exaggerated songs about.

But the dough? The dough was winning.

"Rise," Rorek whispered, leaning over the wooden worktable. "I command you. Rise."

The lump of flour and water remained flat. It was supposed to be a Brioche of the Sun-King, a recipe he had looted from a royal library three years ago while the rest of his party was looting the treasury. According to the scroll, it required "a gentle hand" and "infinite patience."

Rorek possessed neither. He possessed hands the size of cured hams and a patience threshold that usually ended when the berserker rage began.

He poked the dough with a finger scarred by a wyvern bite. It didn't bounce back.

"Critical fail," he muttered to himself.

He wiped his hands on his apron. It was a custom-make—extra-large, heavy canvas, with "THE EMPTY SCABBARD" embroidered across the chest in slightly uneven stitching. He had stitched it himself. It had taken him four months and three nervous breakdowns to master the needle, but he refused to wear store-bought gear. Store-bought gear had terrible stats.

Rorek walked over to the massive hearth that dominated the eastern wall of the kitchen. This was his domain now. Not a battlefield, but a kitchen.

It was cleaner than any dungeon, though the hazards were different. Instead of tripwires, there were hot pans. Instead of mimics posing as treasure chests, there were sacks of potatoes that he constantly stubbed his toe on.

He checked the bubbling cauldron hanging over the fire. Stew.

Not just any stew. This was the Iron-Belly Stew, a dense, rich concoction of slow-roasted venison, root vegetables, and a dark stout reduction. It was the only thing on the menu tonight because Rorek hadn't figured out how to multi-task his quest log yet.

He picked up a wooden spoon—which looked like a toothpick in his grip—and tasted it.

"Needs more salt," he grumbled. "And heat."

He reached for the spice rack. Most inns settled for salt and maybe a sad, withered sprig of rosemary. Rorek’s spice rack looked like an alchemist’s laboratory. There were jars of Fire-Flake from the Southern Isles, crushed Wyrm-Root (excellent for digestion), and something labeled ‘DO NOT TOUCH - GHOST PEPPER’ that he was saving for a special occasion.

The back door creaked open.

Rorek spun around, his hand instinctively dropping to his hip.

There was no sword there. Just a whisk hanging from his belt loop.

"Delivery!" a squeaky voice announced.

A goblin stood in the doorway. He was wearing the official tabard of the Merchant’s Guild and holding a clipboard
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