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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Stern leaned back in his chair, ignoring the man at the front of the room droning on and on. Stifling a yawn, he did his best to stay awake. Today is the last day of class, thankfully. If they’d have just let me test and skip the last six months, but nooo. That isn’t allowed here and I’d already made the trip to this city. 
 
      
 
    “Once I hand out the tests, you may begin,” the professor said, glaring at Stern. “You must get at least eighty of them correct to pass this course.” 
 
      
 
    “About time...” Stern muttered as he sat up straight. 
 
      
 
    “Did you say something?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” Stern replied, the instructor’s annoyance at him coloring his own mood. “Just wishing you’d have let me take this six months ago.” 
 
      
 
    “The academy doesn’t allow for that,” he said stiffly, hating what was clearly an old argument. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think we’ve been over that,” Stern snorted. “Test, please.” 
 
      
 
    Slapping the papers onto Stern’s desk, the professor went around handing the test out to the rest of the class. Stern picked up his pencil and spun it through his fingers before turning the paper over. 
 
      
 
    ‘What is the counter to earth?’ Who wouldn’t know it’s air? Stern sighed to himself. 
 
      
 
    ‘How many times can a person enter a dungeon?’ Three. It’s always been three and I doubt the Goddess will change that. 
 
      
 
    ‘How many times can you get a perk from a dungeon?’ Only once. It doesn’t matter if you run it all three times— you only get one. 
 
      
 
    ‘Name at least one weakness inherent to the angelics.’ Dark element, fire, a sexy infernal… Stern paused and erased the last one. Teacher has no sense of humor... have to remember that or he’ll mark it wrong just to flunk me. 
 
      
 
    Finishing the test long before the others, Stern stood up, making everyone look his way. Stern frowned and slouched as he took his test up to the instructor. He hated that everyone always focused on him whenever he stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Done already?” the professor smirked, sure that Stern would fail if he hadn’t taken the test seriously. “I’ll just check your answers now, shall I?” 
 
      
 
    Stern shrugged. “Knock yourself out. We can’t go in until tomorrow, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow is the day that the class is allowed to enter the dungeon,” the balding man replied primly. “You can check your score later tonight when I post them.” 
 
      
 
    “No need,” Stern snorted. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    The professor glared at Stern’s back as the lanky young man left the room. Snorting, he looked down at the five-page test. The first few questions were easy and he expected even a delinquent like Stern to answer them correctly. The professor’s frown grew as he kept marking the answers correct. When he got to the last page, he took his time, shaking his head with each answer. How in the world did he manage that? I swear that he slept more often than he paid attention... 
 
      
 
    Stern left the academy behind, his frustration at the instructor and the academy in general boiling over. “Stupid fucking rules... I know all of this! I’ve known all of this for years. I could’ve dropped some names... maybe that would’ve gotten me past this asinine part, but no. I’d have to admit things I don’t want to…. I haven’t been registered as a Walker yet. Once I get my badge, I’ll be able to skip this in other cities, at least.” Done complaining out loud, he sighed. 
 
      
 
    His pace slowed and he looked at the three-story building that he was passing. The sign proclaimed it to be “Dungeon Walkers,” and he spotted some people just inside the open doorway. There was a short-haired dwarf wearing chainmail with an axe and shield slung on his back, laughing with a mug in his hand. A put-upon-looking elf in a skimpy gown was sitting at a table with a jeweled staff resting next to her. There was a man with rows of sharp triangle teeth in supple black leathers with daggers strapped to his chest, and a dark-skinned woman with folded white wings and plate armor, fitted to cover her and not hinder her wings. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Stern kept going. The fingers of his left hand twisted through an intricate motion, and in the space of one step, a cat walked beside him. He glanced down at his companion and smiled. “Hey, sorry for not summoning you right away, but class. You know how it is.” 
 
      
 
    The cat looked up with the disdain of cats everywhere and huffed. 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed. “That’s what I told them. Bet you’d like some fish, huh?” 
 
      
 
    The cat had kept pace with him, but now, it walked a little faster. The soft meow sounded very much like an admonishment for him being too slow. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Stern followed his friend. His father called it a Maine Coon and had named her Pawly, due to her large paws that each had an extra toe. Pawly’s fur was dark gray streaked with black and some brown. 
 
      
 
    A few people looked at the two of them and moved a little farther away. Stern wasn’t surprised— most people normally tried to give him some distance. His tall, painfully-thin frame and his light blue, nearly gray eyes always made people think he was on the verge of dying. As Pawly was a slightly more than two-feet long— over three with her tail— thick-furred cat, people shied away from her, which meant they were given even more room. 
 
      
 
    Pawly sat by the door, waiting and giving him an annoyed meow. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming. If I hadn’t mentioned fish, you wouldn’t have rushed ahead of me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked away, ignoring his obvious attempt to deflect her annoyance. 
 
      
 
    Opening the door, Stern had to wait as Pawly darted in ahead of him. He looked up to find Barbara giving him a smile. “Afternoon,” Stern said. “Can I get the usual table?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the young woman replied. “Hello, Pawly. Would you like to lead us?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and walked to the table Stern had used more often than not when eating here. Barbara giggled and followed the cat, glancing back to give Stern a grin. “How was the test?” 
 
      
 
    “Aced it,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “‘Aced’?” Barbara asked. 
 
      
 
    “Something my dad used to say,” Stern sighed. “I should’ve passed easily.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. That means you’ll be going in tomorrow, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Unless they use some bullshit and try to stop me,” Stern snorted, moving a chair back a little for Pawly to jump onto. He gave the cat a grin before seating himself. “I doubt they will, though, so yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You want the usual?” Barbara asked. 
 
      
 
    “For Pawly,” Stern said. “Today’s the next to last or last day you’ll see me here, so let’s celebrate. Give me the best you have.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara blinked. “You’ll be leaving after tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “This is only the first dungeon for me,” Stern told her. “I’m going to hit all of the known dungeons, and then go find more. I’ll be a Dungeon Walker tomorrow and I plan on sprinting up their rankings.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” Barbara said. “I guess I should have known.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stern said, giving her an apologetic smile. “I just came here for the academy and dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no need to apologize,” Barbara said, putting on a smile. “I’ll go get the cook started on your food and bring a drink back.” 
 
      
 
    “Meow.” 
 
      
 
    “And your saucer, too,” Barbara giggled. “I’d never forget you, Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked away from her and began grooming a paw. 
 
      
 
    “At least she’s consistent,” Barbara laughed as she turned away. 
 
      
 
    Stern gave Pawly a look after Barbara left. “She’s just sad that we won’t be here anymore. She’s probably going to miss you more than me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly stopped grooming her paw, giving him a level look before chuffing. 
 
      
 
    “Laugh it up, furball,” Stern said, but the smile on his face took any sting from the comment. He looked over the tavern, spotting the regulars he’d come to know in the last six months. “Coming here was the right choice... away from family and obligations. I didn’t expect the old man to agree to it, honestly. Surprised the hell out of me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You always had a soft spot for him because he named you. It’s such a dad-joke of a name, though.” 
 
      
 
    A soft growl came from Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, easy. You know it is. Besides, you like it, and honestly, it’s grown on me.” Stern chuckled. “Remember jumping Neb when he asked if you wanted a cracker?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred, and a smile seemed to form on the cat’s muzzle. 
 
      
 
    “Oh man, I can still hear him screaming for me to call you off,” Stern cackled. “You only left a couple of small scars. He got off lightly.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” Barbara said, coming back to the table. “A small bowl of water for Pawly with her cream, of course.” She set the two small dishes where the cat could reach them before placing a mug down by Stern’s left hand. “What’re you planning after you eat?” Barbara asked as she leaned against the table. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting the last few pieces of gear for tomorrow,” Stern said, not looking over at her. “I want to make sure I have everything in order. I’ll be the last one going in, not that anyone really dies in the first dungeon, but it happens sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara exhaled slowly and nodded. “Okay. The food will be out in a bit. I’ll bring it over. Enjoy the drink.” 
 
      
 
    When she left, Stern exhaled deeply and found Pawly watching him. “Yeah, no. She’s nice and all, but if she never went through the academy, she isn’t right for me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred, then lapped at her cream. 
 
      
 
    The mug was filled with dark ale, making Stern grimace. Dark ale wasn’t his favorite— he felt that it should never be required to use a knife and fork to have a drink. But, he’d told her to bring him the best and he had to admit that, for a dark ale, it wasn’t bad. 
 
      
 
    He sat in silence, watching the inn. His father had always said that awareness could stop most accidents or attacks, and Stern had come to accept that bit of wisdom. The elves sipping wine across the room were melancholy while the dwarves at the bar were happy, their boisterous nature letting everyone know it. 
 
      
 
    He spotted badges on at least half of the patrons, but the majority of them were lead and bore only the mark of Darkstone, the city he was in currently. Most of them took the chance to go through the dungeon here, at least, he thought. It’s obvious that most of them aren’t real Walker material— they just wanted the boost to what they have and that’s it. The fear of death stopped them from going further. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, her head turning to look toward the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled and watched as Barbara came out of the kitchen with two large platters. She wove her way through the room, which was getting busier. When she saw him watching her, her smile grew. She placed the steamed, deboned fish in front of Pawly before setting the other platter in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you like it. It’s ursa steak,” Barbara said. “You said you wanted the best and this is that, but it’s a little pricey.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Stern chuckled. He pulled the coin that had been hidden on the back of his belt and placed it on the table. “I’m sure this covers everything we’ve had, and it thanks you for everything you’ve done for me over the last six months.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara’s eyes went wide when she saw the large silver coin. “But—!” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing hidden, just my thanks,” Stern said evenly, his eyes on hers. “Besides, Pawly already claimed my time this evening.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara’s eyes flickered to the cat and back before she began to laugh. She pocketed the coin and shook her head. “If they only knew who you were, they wouldn’t be so wary of you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s better this way. I’ll always be on the move.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara gave him a sad, wistful smile before she left the table. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed once at him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she understood. She’ll smile when we leave, but she’s accepted it.” 
 
      
 
    With another chuff, Pawly began to eat her fish. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled and pulled his cutlery from his belt pouch. “Haven’t had ursa steak since I left home... I doubt the cook can match Mom, but I just hope they didn’t screw it up.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was right— Barbara had just given them a smile and a wave as they left. Now, the sun was setting as they made their way to the armory, hoping to get there before it closed. 
 
      
 
    The inside of the building was illuminated by glowstones, the armor on display gleaming in the soft light. The short-haired, red-headed woman behind the counter gave him a smile as he approached. 
 
      
 
    “Made it just before we closed for the evening, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thing. Pawly would’ve been mad at me, otherwise,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly leapt onto the counter and flopped onto her side, meowing at the woman. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, did someone want some belly rubs?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly wiggled on the counter, eyeing her. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll make you bleed if you try it, Trish,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but how many people can say they’ve laid a hand on her belly?” 
 
      
 
    “Outside of my family? Three, and two of them nearly lost fingers.” 
 
      
 
    “See? I’m special,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Unless she decides she wants to complete the set today.” 
 
      
 
    Trish grinned and began rubbing Pawly’s head. “The leather is done. Why the odd colorization?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad swears it’s better than all black,” Stern said. “I trust him when it comes to how to stay alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Never told me who your mysterious father is,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Just my father,” Stern shrugged. “Did my payment cover the costs?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We even owe you some change,” Trish replied, her hand going from Pawly’s head to her side. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? I didn’t expect to get anything back.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I gave you a discount,” Trish said as her hand crept closer to Pawly’s stomach. “We don’t get many friendly animals in. The ones that normally come in are part of a crew and have been trained to be aggressive.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly can be aggressive,” he replied, watching Pawly’s eyes narrow as Trish’s hand got closer to her belly. “I’ll remind you of nearly lost fingers.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, but Pawly doesn’t try to rip throats out,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t say. All I ever find are bits of fluff left behind.” 
 
      
 
    A warning growl came from Pawly as Trish inched closer to the forbidden zone. The growl died off when Trish’s hand moved away, but kept petting her. 
 
      
 
    “Did you want the armor now?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “Go flip the sign and latch the door for me,” Trish sighed, taking her hand away from Pawly. “Sorry, Pawly, I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned and wiggled a little, but stayed where she was. Stern snorted and went to do what Trish had asked him to do. The open-closed sign covered what would’ve been a small window if it weren’t covered. He glanced out the glass at the darkening street before latching the lock, and flipping the sign. 
 
      
 
    He made it to the counter in time for Trish to come back. “Where is it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She pointed to the curtained alcove to the side. “Waiting for you to try it on. See if we need to fix anything for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, right. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Trish went back to petting Pawly. “Go on, already.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stepped into the alcove and pulled the curtain closed. It took him a bit to get into the soft leather armor, but once he was done with the buckles, he smiled. Opening the curtain, he stepped back into the shop to find half the lights out. 
 
      
 
    “How does it feel?” Trish asked, still petting Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Nothing is pulling or loose. I hadn’t even thought to ask about the metal being blackened, so my thanks for thinking of that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be silly to have dark armor and bright buckles,” Trish grinned. “That odd color scheme, though...” She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll do the job I need it to.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going in alone, aren’t you?” Trish asked softly, looking down at Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t exactly hit it off with the other people in my class.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder why? I still remember you coming in here for the first time.” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled. “What can I say? I am who I am.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky you had Pawly with you or else I’d have thrown you out.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s always saving me. Something about needing to keep her staff safe.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed and began scratching Pawly’s belly. “Can’t have you getting hurt, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled, then snagged Trish’s hand with her large front paws, biting her. Trish snickered as she watched Pawly try to draw blood. 
 
      
 
    “Iron Skin— one of my perks,” Trish said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Pawly wriggled away and huffed, glaring at Trish from the far end of the counter. 
 
      
 
    “I let you think you could get me the first two times,” Trish grinned at the cat. “Let that be a lesson— monsters might lull you, too. I know you’ll be going with him.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly came gliding back down the counter, sitting between Trish and Stern, and meowed softly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, this dungeon isn’t the one to worry about,” Trish said, “and if you go hit the other two easy ones, you’ll be fine. The ones after that…” Trish shook her head and looked up to meet Stern’s eyes. “Find other people to go with you. You might know tricks and have Pawly, but the curve is sharp and rough.” 
 
      
 
    “The most deaths for early Walkers happen in dungeons four and five,” Stern said, “even to those who have crews. I know. Finding people who I can tolerate is the problem.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean who can tolerate you,” Trish said softly. “Best of luck. I won’t forgive you if Pawly dies.” 
 
      
 
    “She only dies if I do,” Stern said. “She’s one of my perks.” 
 
      
 
    Trish nodded. “I thought she might be. She’s too smart to be a regular cat, even if she isn’t like any I’ve ever seen or heard of.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, go home,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned, then turned in a circle. As she did, she faded away. The last parts to go were her eyes and teeth. 
 
      
 
    “That was... a little disturbing,” Trish said. “She’s just a cat, though? No humanized form or breath weapon?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but who knows what the dungeons will offer me?” Stern shrugged. “I’m hoping for something noteworthy in the first three.” 
 
      
 
    “What about your other perks?” 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned. It was bad manners to flatly ask unless you were looking to join them. “Nothing martial or spell-based. I have the skills my parents taught me, but that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    Trish exhaled slowly. “Then you really need to find a crew, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, and maybe I will,” Stern said. “The Walkers might have a lead on a crew that can use me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” Trish said before standing up straight. “Best of luck tomorrow. Now get out.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Stern grinned at her. “And people find me hard to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, birds of a feather,” Trish winked. “Go. Become a Walker and maybe I won’t shoo you out after dark.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s eyebrows rose at the feeling behind her words. “Well damn. I was planning on leaving the city after I finished the dungeon, but now I might need to stick around for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Out,” Trish laughed, pointing. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, Stern bowed as formally as he would in a royal court. “As the queen of armor decrees.” He left without looking back. If he had, he would have seen the shock on Trish’s face. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he was outside, he summoned Pawly back to him. “Let’s go home, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Yawning as he woke up, Stern grumbled about the sun only to get a paw across his mouth. Forcing his eyes open, he found Pawly staring at him with a grumpy expression. With a mischievous gleam in his eyes, Stern grabbed Pawly on either side and gave her a good, rough petting from shoulders to hips. Pawly bopped Stern’s nose with an annoyed growl before standing up from the spot on his chest. 
 
      
 
    Stern grunted as Pawly managed to do that thing all cats can do where all of her weight was isolated onto a single paw. That paw was just under his sternum, making him wheeze. With a knowing chuff, Pawly jumped off him and strolled away. 
 
      
 
    “Lucky you’re useful and cute,” Stern mumbled as he sat up, swinging his legs out of bed. 
 
      
 
    Finally pushing himself to his feet, Stern stretched to his full six-and-a-half-foot height. Arms extended above his head, he touched the ceiling. When he finished stretching, he followed Pawly into the other room, making sure to grab the last of the dry kibble out of the chest he’d stashed it in. If it were anything less than a chest, Pawly would get to it. 
 
      
 
    “There, fur-face. Dig in,” Stern said, pouring the kibble onto a plate. 
 
      
 
    Pawly ignored his comment and ate the offered food. 
 
      
 
    With the cat taken care of, Stern went back to the bedroom. Yawning again, he began the stretching routine his parents had taught him and his siblings. Once he was done, he used up the last of the water in the pitcher to give himself a quick wipe down. 
 
      
 
    He was putting on his boots when Pawly came back into the room. Sitting in the doorway, she watched him, clearly waiting on him. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, your majesty. Some of us don’t come equipped with our own fur coat and knives,” Stern said as he put his daggers on his belt. 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out an annoyed huff as she continued to wait. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go. We have errands to run, and then we’ll find out what the professor made of the test,” Stern said, picking his bag up on the way out the door. Slinging the bag onto his right shoulder, he followed the cat down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Today’s the day,” Jensen said from the nook by the door. “You cleaned out?” 
 
      
 
    “All yours. If needed, I’ll see if you have one later.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine by me. Next set won’t be in until tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Appreciate you not having a problem with her,” Stern said, nodding his head toward Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “That sweet thing?” Jensen grinned. “Best cat ever, and doesn’t make a mess. Still don’t understand where the food she eats goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Got me,” Stern shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure he keeps you in good comfort, Pawly,” Jensen said to the cat. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, strutting right past Jensen. 
 
      
 
    Jensen looked a little more serious when he looked at Stern. “First ones are never difficult, but people make mistakes. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be going in alone,” Stern said. “No one to blame but myself if I fuck it up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but even then...” Jensen said, trailing off. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine. Pawly’ll keep me safe,” Stern said with a sardonic smile. “Have a good one.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the inn behind, Stern started walking. Pawly fell in step behind him, as she wasn’t sure where he was going. The sun was now fully over the horizon, and he knew the most eager were already at the dungeon. He still had a few places to stop before he’d be ready to put his life on the line. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the first shop, Pawly stopped on the porch and let out an angry yowl. She sat down and glared at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “What? She’s just friendly.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly turned her back on him and yowled again. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, stay out here, but I need to replenish some stuff. Your kibble, for instance.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly had started to yowl again, but cut off and groomed her left paw. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I thought so,” Stern snorted, entering the general store. “Matt, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that was you,” the old man said from behind the counter. “Still hasn’t forgiven Sugar, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Her highness is still upset,” Stern chuckled. “Kibble will quell her ire some. A pound in a stoppered jug, please? I have a few other things to get for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have the kibble waiting,” Matt chuckled as he leveraged himself to his feet, nearly tripping over the old white and brown dog next to him. “Sugar, I told you to not lay there,” Matt sighed before shuffling around the dog. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to know she listens as well as my cat,” Stern said, going over to the travel food. 
 
      
 
    “She’s just deaf, not ornery like a cat,” Matt laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Stern said. Not like I asked for a perk that summoned a cat, he thought, but I wouldn’t trade her for anything at this point. 
 
      
 
    He retrieved the items he needed and made his way over to the counter. Matt was already back in his chair, and a stoppered jug was on the counter in front of him. Placing his things on the counter, he waited for Matt to give him a price. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… a dozen copper,” Matt said. “Looks like you plan on heading out as soon as you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess willing,” Stern said. “Ten?” 
 
      
 
    Matt chuckled. “Fine, son. Ten, but only because I don’t wish to upset her highness by keeping you longer.” 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed as he set a large copper in front of Matt. “Yeah, she’ll be annoyed, but I’ve got to pack it all.” Putting his bag on the counter, he started packing his new goods inside. 
 
      
 
    “Oiled leather,” Matt said, looking at the bag. “Bedding, pan, and other camping goods... You plan on not being on the main road?” 
 
      
 
    “Eventually, I won’t be,” Stern said. “All of this came from my parents when I left. I wasn’t going to turn down things I’d need eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “Surprised you wanted to keep carrying it all. It has to weigh a good amount.” 
 
      
 
    “Fully loaded, it’ll hold fifty pounds or more,” Stern said. He turned the bag to face Matt. “It has braces to help settle the weight onto my hips, if needed.” 
 
      
 
    “That a new Walker trick?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s newish. Anyway, that’s what I’ll be doing,” Stern said. “Today is just the first step.” 
 
      
 
    Matt rubbed at his chin. “Family didn’t try to talk you out of it?” 
 
      
 
    “No. My parents are big on following your dreams, and this is mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Must be if they sent you off with that gear. I’d ask to buy it off of you, but I figure you won’t part with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a chance,” Stern said, his lips forming a thin smile. 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck in your run,” Matt said, extending his hand. “I only made it through the fourth before… well, you know how it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Friend?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Billy... good kid. We called him ‘Fail-Totem,’ on account of one of his perks being a totem that could draw things to it.” Matt’s eyes grew distant as the memory came back to him, the pain rising sharply. “Blasted fool took an increase to its range in the third dungeon and didn’t tell us... in the first room of our next dungeon, it pulled a third of the monsters to us. Billy died first and we got the monsters under control, but Franklin wasn’t doing good. We lost him before the end. Just me and Norma made it out.” 
 
      
 
    “How is she?” Stern asked, trying to ignore the pain of loss as he slung the bag over his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Good. She’s visiting our grandkids today. I’ll let her know you said goodbye. She’ll be disappointed she missed seeing Pawly, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Such is life,” Stern said, shaking the old man’s hand. “Hope you two have a good life.” 
 
      
 
    “Already have,” Matt chuckled. “Stay safe, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but by tonight, I will be,” Stern said, heading out. 
 
      
 
    Pawly gave him a chuff and bumped his leg when he walked outside. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got your food, but you’ll have to wait before you get more. We have to visit more places before we head to the academy.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sat down and waved a paw at him. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Stern asked, surprised. “Okay. See you later. Go home.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly smiled and faded away, her teeth and eyes lingering a bit longer than the rest of her. 
 
      
 
    “Okay...” Stern sighed. “Temple to see the sisters, first.” 
 
      
 
    The temple of the Goddess was made of white marble that glowed in the sunlight. The front held spiraling columns with red and black veins in each spiral. Entering the temple, he felt the tingle he always felt when entering one. The room was large, with marble slabs laid out in rows along both walls. A handful of slabs had people sleeping peacefully upon them. The slab directly across the room from the door was illuminated in golden light, but it was empty. Three women in white gowns of the Goddess were tending to those in the room. 
 
      
 
    One of them gave him a worried look and came his way. “What’s wrong? What happened? Have you taken anything for it?” 
 
      
 
    “I came to receive a blessing before entering the dungeon,” Stern said softly, looking down at the acolyte radiating worry for him. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, one of the class,” she exhaled, glad he wasn’t sick. “Of course. Approach the altar, kneel, and offer up your words to the Goddess,” she advised him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sister,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    She nodded and made her way back to tend to those resting. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” one of the others asked when she got closer. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. He sounds healthy and said he just wishes to pray.” 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at the people on the slabs, but never stared, even at the man missing a leg. The stump of his severed leg had the vestiges of a foot regrowing already, which always made Stern feel squicky. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath when he reached the glowing golden altar, he knelt and rested his elbows on it. “Goddess,” he said softly, “today is the first step of my journey as a Walker. I go to do your work to bring out the lost souls and give them another chance. You graced me with my perks and while I don’t know what may come, I hope you will help guide me.” 
 
      
 
    A peacefulness radiated off the altar, and Stern exhaled as his slight anxiety faded away. A faint whisper tickled at his ear for a second, but the words weren’t audible. Shaking his head, he frowned and looked back to find all of the acolytes across the room from him. With a deep exhale, he pushed himself to his feet. He gave the sister a smile and nod as he passed her. She nodded back to him, her eyes following him all the way out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Back on the street, Stern exhaled again. Looking around, he saw a food vendor starting to cook and headed toward them. 
 
      
 
    “What’re you cooking?” Stern asked when he got close to the stall. 
 
      
 
    “Lamb pockets,” the woman replied, but her smile faded when she saw him. “Umm... maybe you should see the sisters first?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sick,” Stern sighed, doing his best to hold in his annoyance. “Can I have two, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, uh... sure,” she said, uncertain as she looked him up and down. “Are you sure you don’t want three?” 
 
      
 
    “I could eat fifty, and I’d still be this thin,” Stern said with a pained smile. “My mother tried to bulk me up. It never worked.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Two coppers, please,” she replied, touching her long bunny ears flopped over the back of her head. 
 
      
 
    Stern put the coppers into the jug before her. “Three, if you can add a little extra sauce with them.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the coins in the jug, she smiled. “Gladly. Like the flavor of the sauce, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Always have,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” she said, handing him two lamb pockets after shaving the meat from the skewer. “Enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Holding a pocket in each hand, he headed away. The first bite made him sigh in happiness— the spiced lamb and cucumber sauce melded perfectly. He was smiling as he walked and ate, trying to ignore the people giving him a wide berth. As they continued to shy away, his happiness ebbed and he hunched forward as he made his way to his next destination. 
 
      
 
    Entering the shop, the jingle of a bell announced him at the same time the smell of herbs hit his nose. The jumbled scents made him blink a few times as his eyes watered. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you?” the old woman behind the counter asked him warily. 
 
      
 
    “Salves for wounds,” Stern said, wiping at his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “One of the newest class?” she asked with a piercing gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be going in today,” Stern said, not meeting her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You sick, boy?” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am. This is just the way I was born,” he said honestly. He was glad for her blunt nature, but still hated the question. 
 
      
 
    She snorted. “Your mother would’ve been split wide open if that were the case.” 
 
      
 
    The humor in her tone set him at ease and made him smile. “True. I’ve always been pale and skinny, is what I meant.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they had you seen by the sisters. Very well. How much salve are you wanting?” 
 
      
 
    “Enough to help with a dozen injuries?” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursing, she eyed him for a long moment. “Clumsy, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am. I’ll be going in alone and want to be safe about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, but that much salve is expensive. A silver.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling her sadness, Stern nodded and pulled a silver from his belt pouch. “I knew it would be, ma’am. I won’t try to haggle you, as your salve might save my life.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman slowed in reaching for the coin and sighed. “I see. Wait here.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped into the back for a moment before coming back out. “Here. A salve tin and an antivenom. Not that this dungeon will cause you worry in that regard, but it might come in handy later.” 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am, I didn’t mean to make you do that,” Stern said respectfully. “I was just being honest.” 
 
      
 
    She set the items on the counter. “If I’d thought you meant it otherwise, I wouldn’t offer.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom always said being honest and respectful was the best way in life,” Stern said as he took them. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You know that you should find a crew, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am, but your reaction to me was mild compared to some.” 
 
      
 
    Sucking at her teeth for a second, she nodded. “I can understand that. Think you’re blighted, do they?” 
 
      
 
    “If I’m lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Hard life,” she grunted. “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am. You were my last stop on the way to the academy.” 
 
      
 
    “Surprised you weren’t there first thing this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be going in last,” Stern said softly. “It’s better that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Could be, could be... Going to be a Walker?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck, then, child. You best find a crew, if that’s the case.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope to before I finish the first three.” He bowed his head to her. “Thank you. I’ll remember your kindness.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah, get on. Go save some souls.” 
 
      
 
    “That I will do,” Stern said with a smile before leaving the shop. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The sun was past midday when Stern reached the academy. Going to the bulletin board, he checked the test scores and snorted. His name was at the very top with a perfect score— the next closest to him had gotten eight questions wrong. 
 
      
 
    With a knowing smirk in place, he headed for the dungeon. Walking around the academy building, he passed six people coming the other way. A few had bandages wrapped around their arms or legs, and one of them was hobbling along with the help of a friend. All six eyed him as he went by. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole… you’d think he’d have died by now,” one of them snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever is wrong with him, it’s obvious that the Goddess won’t heal him,” another said. 
 
      
 
    “What’s with that armor? Looks like he just splashed the stain on it at random,” another snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Leave him be,” the limping man said. “He scored perfect on the test. It’s obvious he knows his stuff, even if he is a dick.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s jaw set, but he hoped the one with the injured leg would be okay. Better than I get from others, like his friends. 
 
      
 
    Passing the building, Stern’s pace slowed when he saw the cave ahead of him. Just outside the mouth of the cave were some guards and the professor. The professor stared at him, though not with his usual contempt, but with curiosity. The guards all frowned at the mottled leather armor Stern was wearing. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, you passed,” the instructor said bluntly. “I’ve only had a couple of perfect tests in my twenty years of teaching. How did you manage it?” 
 
      
 
    “By listening,” Stern said, noticing that the undercurrent of disdain was still there from the professor. 
 
      
 
    Grimacing, the older man snorted and turned to the guards. “He’s the last one.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the captain said, turning to Stern. “You understand that possible death or dismemberment waits beyond the portal?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Stern replied, as the captain was just doing his job. 
 
      
 
    “Is this your first run?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “As you undoubtedly know, your badge will be given to you when you finish the dungeon. Once you enter, there is no way out except completing the run. Choose your perk with careful deliberation, and spend your dungeon points wisely.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The teacher was staring at Stern in shock. The young man was being respectful, unlike any other time he’d spoken to him. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. You may enter.” 
 
      
 
    “Before I do, sir, I have a question. Did they all come out?” 
 
      
 
    The guard didn’t answer right away, but he nodded slowly. “Today, they have. Going to be one of them, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck on your run. Remember, the dungeon is never the same twice.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded respectfully and stepped past the guards. Just inside the cave entrance, a thick, white mist swirled, spiraling in midair and being drawn to the center of the opening. Without hesitation, Stern moved into the mist. 
 
      
 
    Stern went still the moment he passed through it. Glancing back, he found only a solid wall. Just like dad always said... he thought. Crouching, he examined the cavern he was in. Natural cave, stalagmites, and stalactites helped break line of sight and would give him cover here or there. There was dim glowmoss, just enough to let someone barely see. Stern was glad his night vision was excellent— it came from his mother’s side. 
 
      
 
    He made the motions and Pawly appeared beside him. Instead of making noise as she normally would, she crouched and looked around. Whiskers twitching, she sniffed the air and cocked her head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “First dungeon,” Stern said softly. “At most, a dozen rooms and the boss. Slow and stealthy is what I’d like to do.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly glanced at him, then started to stalk forward, her large paws silent as she went slow and low. Stern grinned at her back before he followed as quietly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Crossing the first room reaffirmed what his father had always told him. First rooms never have traps or mobs. They’re there to let you prep for the dungeon. At least that’s what we’ve found. I could be wrong at some point. Stern pushed his father’s voice out of his head as he paused by the archway that led into a tunnel. 
 
      
 
    Pawly crept forward a few feet before freezing. Stern looked where Pawly was and saw some movement near the right-hand wall. There was a small reflection of light that could’ve been easily missed if someone wasn’t looking for it. Pawly’s butt wiggled as she crouched, focused on the movement. Stern touched one of his daggers and waited to see what she’d found. 
 
      
 
    A small hop revealed a rabbit with a short horn on its head. It stopped in the middle of the hall and sniffed the air. It went forward with a single bounce and sniffed again. Pawly’s butt continued to wiggle as she prepared to pounce. Stern felt his hand start to twitch, and he forced it to still. 
 
      
 
    With another sniff, the bunnicorn turned around and started to hop away. Pawly shot forward in two long strides, then sprang, both of her front paws outstretched with her claws extended. The bunny looked back just before Pawly hit it— there was an angry yowl from Pawly and the scream of an injured rabbit that was suddenly silenced. Stern drew his dagger and rushed forward, ready to help, but Pawly stepped aside, leaving the bloody corpse where it lay. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled as he glanced at the broken body of the bunnicorn. He gave Pawly a glance and saw that she was cleaning her paws. “Uninjured?” he asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, continuing to clean herself. 
 
      
 
    The creature melted into the floor, and Stern nodded. The dungeon reclaims its mobs... the only loot is at the end when you spend your points. You can always carve them up before they’re reclaimed if you think it’ll have something to help you later. Needed an eye from a cyclops to bypass a trap once. That was—. Stern sighed and blocked out his father’s voice again. 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly stalked forward again, and Stern followed her. He recalled the first time Pawly’d been hurt, and how his mother explained to him how to send her home. Once Pawly had vanished, she had him resummon her. Pawly came back healthy and whole, then headbutted him to try reassuring him that she was okay. Traumatic for a five-year-old, he thought to himself. 
 
      
 
    The hallway ended in another cavern. Inside the cavern, two of the bunnicorns bounced slowly along, nibbling at some moss. Pawly looked back at him, then edged to the left. Stern nodded and headed to the right. He held his dagger backward, up along his forearm, to keep it from reflecting any light to the mobs. 
 
      
 
    The bunnicorn he was closing in on glanced his way. He froze in place, his eyes mostly closed to give it less chance of seeing him. It sniffed the air, then went back to nibbling on the moss at the base of the stone outcropping. 
 
      
 
    He edged the dagger down so he was holding the blade. With a slow breath, he pulled his arm back, watching the bunnicorn the entire time. With a quick motion, it flew out of his hand and sunk straight into the mob. A heartbeat later, another brief scream came from across the room. 
 
      
 
    Moving to his target, Stern pulled his knife free, cleaning it on the dead bunnicorn’s fur. Mom would be glad to know her training at knife-throwing helped me, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Pawly came trotting over to him, her quarry held in her teeth. She placed it before him and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but I’m not eating a mob unless I have to,” Stern whispered, giving her a head rub. “Three dead so far. Let’s keep moving.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out a happy trill before walking away. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The next few halls and rooms were much the same as the ones they’d already cleared— single bunnicorns in the hallways and pairs in the rooms. Stern was comfortable with the pattern, but knew the dungeon was going to be ending soon. He was thankful that it didn’t have traps, as the monsters weren’t humanoid. 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned at the room they were crouched just outside of. It was a little bigger than the previous rooms, with a few more places of concealment, but it had four bunnicorns. Pawly looked at him as if waiting to hear what he thought. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t be able to take them all by surprise,” Stern whispered, “but we need to get the fat one. I don’t like the look of him. His horn is longer and looks like it has a point to it. I’ll go for him, and you get the other one on the left. We’ll have to be ready for the other two in case they attack.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked away from him before creeping into the room, staying near the wall. Stern waited a few seconds before gliding after her, his eyes on his target. Going from thick stalagmite to stalagmite, Stern did his best to breathe slowly and move quietly. 
 
      
 
    Hunkering down a few dozen feet away from the bunnicorn, he glanced toward Pawly. Pawly was crouched and had a butt wiggle going, her eyes focused on her prey. Exhaling slowly through his nose, he turned back to find his mob. 
 
      
 
    The larger monster was sniffing the air, its head turning slowly in his direction. Taking the blade of the dagger in hand, he drew his arm back. The mob looked right at him and shifted its weight onto its back legs. Stern let the dagger fly a moment before the bunnicorn went to leap. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed for his second dagger as the fat bunnicorn screamed— it’d fallen to the ground short of him and thrashed, trying to get the dagger out of it. A second scream, much shorter-lived, came from around another stalagmite. There were two more screams that came from across the room, and they were of anger rather than pain. 
 
      
 
    Stern rushed forward to stab the wounded bunnicorn. He got there as it dislodged the dagger in its chest. His arm came down as it whipped its head up. He hissed in pain as the horn gouged his arm, still managing to slam his dagger into its neck. Pawly went past him in a rush, letting out a hunting yowl as she went to intercept the other bunnicorns. 
 
      
 
    Yanking his dagger free, Stern stood up and nearly cracked his skull on a stalactite. Stepping to the side, he caught sight of the two bunnicorns rushing Pawly. The cat leapt at the closest one as it rushed her— they collided and Pawly let out a yowl of pain before sinking her teeth into its neck. The second one glowed for a second and slammed into Pawly’s side, knocking her and the mob in her teeth into a stalagmite. Stern growled and his arm flashed forward, the dagger flying through the dozen yards to impale the glowing bunnicorn. 
 
      
 
    Rushing across the room, he yanked his last dagger free, but the one he’d impaled was dead. He went to Pawly and found her chuffing in pain, but still with a death bite on the other bunnicorn. She looked at him with a glare as he knelt beside her. 
 
      
 
    “See you in a moment, okay? Go home,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly faded away in the same manner she always did. 
 
      
 
    When Pawly was gone, he became aware of the pain in his arm. Looking down, he saw an ugly puncture halfway up his forearm. Hissing as the pain finally registered, he sat down and pulled out the salve he’d gotten from the alchemist. Opening the tin, he used a finger to scoop out a glob and spread it on his injury. The pain faded, becoming a dull throb and, with a sigh, he pulled out a bandage and wrapped up his arm. 
 
      
 
    By the time he’d finished, the mobs had all faded, so he had to use a scrap of cloth to clean his daggers off. When he was done with that, the pain in his arm was dull and ignorable, but still there. Exhaling, he summoned Pawly back to him. 
 
      
 
    Looking at him, Pawly purred and headbutted his shin. Stern smiled softly and stroked her head in return. “Yeah, you stopped them from reaching me. I got my wound cleaned up, too. Stupid clumsy humans, right?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed softly and bumped him again. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as we’re done, we’ll go have a celebration dinner. Fish and more for you.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and began to rub into his leg. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s just the boss room left,” Stern said. “Are you ready for that?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and moved away from him, heading for the tunnel out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Stern whispered as he followed his friend, glad that she’d never have to suffer as long as he could banish and resummon her. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the next room, he found three large stalagmites as the only notable features. In the middle of those was another bunnicorn— it was massive, nearly as large as Pawly with a six-inch spike jutting out of its head. It was glaring at the entrance while it nibbled some moss. 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s tail was puffed up as she stared at the beast. Stern had to agree with her. He knew this mob wasn’t going to go down easy. Continuing to watch the creature, Stern realized that its spike had spurs, so if it failed to puncture him normally, it was likely that he’d have smaller cuts, at the very least. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, he was sure that the stalagmites were the key to fighting this mob without taking a lot of damage. His father had drilled it into him that rooms with terrain were there to be used either by the boss or the Walkers. 
 
      
 
    Touching Pawly, Stern met the cat’s eyes, then pointed to three spots on the ground. He gently squeezed her before drawing in the dirt what he thought Pawly should do. Placing a hand on his own chest, he drew a different pattern. 
 
      
 
    With that done, he leaned in as close as he could and whispered, “Glow, duck, pillar.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked at him, then crouched and wiggled her butt. Nodding, Stern made sure he had his first knife ready to throw and his second knife against his forearm in his opposite hand. With a deep breath, he began to sneak into the room. 
 
      
 
    The moment he stepped into the room, the boss’ head snapped up and it followed him with its eyes. When he stopped moving, the beast’s head snapped the other way as Pawly slinked into the room. With it looking at Pawly, Stern crept forward only to have it look back his way, so he paused again. 
 
      
 
    When the bunnicorn began to glow, Stern rushed for the closest stalagmite. He got there a second before something crashed into the other side, cracking the stone. Breathing fast, he hadn’t even begun to look around the stalagmite before an enraged yowl sounded from the far side of the room. 
 
      
 
    Glancing around the pillar, he saw the bunnicorn shaking its head and Pawly rushing for it. Pawly was in mid-leap when it turned to face her. Heart dropping, as he could imagine Pawly impaling herself on its horn, Stern lunged around the column, stabbing at the bunnicorn with his right hand. It easily evaded him, but in doing so, had taken its eyes off Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Landing on the bunnicorn, Pawly bit down and dug in with her front paws as her back legs raked its back. It let out a pained scream and Stern stumbled back, his ears ringing and disorientating him. His mind supplied the helpful idea that the scream was a debilitating attack. Shaking his head, he tried to focus as the scream trailed off. 
 
      
 
    The triple vision fading, he stepped around the stalagmite in time to see the bunnicorn glow and launch itself at the closest of the two other pillars, its body turned sideways as it went. Pawly let go just before the boss bashed itself into the stone. She wisely ducked around the stone in case it tried to attack her. 
 
      
 
    The bunnicorn stood there, stunned for a moment. Stern was quick to capitalize on that moment— he threw his first dagger, then drew his third and threw it. Both daggers slammed into the side of the mob, causing it to scream again. Wincing in pain, Stern slumped around the cracked stalagmite. 
 
      
 
    A third scream came, but this one was of anger. When he could, he looked back around the stone pillar. Pawly was latched onto the monster’s throat, her paws digging into its neck as her back legs clawed into its belly. Tufts of fur were flying as Pawly tried to eviscerate the bunnicorn, but she wasn’t able to get through its pelt. 
 
      
 
    Shaking its head, the bunnicorn tried to dislodge the cat, but couldn’t manage it. It saw Stern and began to glow again. Pawly let go and scrambled away as Stern ducked back around the cracked stone pillar. A second later, the stalagmite exploded and the bunnicorn came tumbling through the space. Stern winced when the stone shards cut into his face and hands as he tried to shield himself. 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out another angry yowl as she charged after the monster. With a haze of stone dust in the air, Stern tried to hold his breath, his eyes watering as he searched for the mob. He saw it a second later with blood leaking from two wounds in its side. His daggers were scattered on the floor, and it was shaking its head again. 
 
      
 
    Lunging forward, Stern drew his arm back, ready to stab with his right hand. A furred blur went past him, tackling the bunnicorn to the floor. Pawly had its neck again, but this time, she stood on its wounded side. As she dug in, the dagger wounds tore open, sending blood flying. 
 
      
 
    A spray of blood hit him and he got there just as the bunnicorn began to thrash. A weak scream gurgled in its throat as Pawly’s claws dug deeper. He couldn’t attack with Pawly on it, so he dropped to his knees and waited. 
 
      
 
    The beast stopped thrashing a few seconds later. Pawly gave it a few more rakes before she let go and hopped off of it. She sniffed at the dead body, then sneezed. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled, then laughed, before grabbing her and pulling her into his lap. Pawly let out an affronted sound, but didn’t swipe him as he petted her. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s the best hunter ever? Hmm? You are!” Stern grinned, stroking his friend. 
 
      
 
    Pawly huffed, but arched her neck to the side. 
 
      
 
    Stern obliged, getting the spot he knew she loved to have scratched. 
 
      
 
    By the time he finished praising Pawly, the boss had melted into the floor. With all the mobs dead, Stern exhaled and pulled the tin of salve from his bag, treating his face and hands. The cuts were minor, but his parents had always told him that an infection was more likely to kill than a cut. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    When he finished, he stood up, looking for the orb. A hand-sized, glowing ball hovered in the middle of the room. It emanated a soft blue light, brightening the area around it. Taking a deep breath, Stern approached it. “Time for my perk and loot,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    When his fingers touched the orb, the cavern vanished. He was suddenly standing in the front room of a shop. It had been described to him dozens of times by his parents. Behind him stood a white glowing doorway, the way out of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    There was a counter in front of him, behind which stood a woman wearing a smile on her lips. Dark hair fell in flowing waves down her back and intelligent gray eyes locked onto his. “Welcome, Walker. Are you ready to discuss your perks and dungeon points?” Her voice was comforting and warm, like a friend welcoming you into their home. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Stern said a little slowly, trying to understand the jumbled emotions he was feeling. “Miss...?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Did you want a name from me? Isn’t it rude to ask for someone’s name before giving your own?” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked at her for a moment, then nodded. “Stern. You can call me Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern?” Her smile widened slightly. “Very well, Stern. You can call me Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “Ria,” Stern smiled. “I’d like to discuss my perks first, Ria, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s perfectly fine,” Ria replied. Her hand moved over the counter and three sheets of paper appeared on it. “Take your time. Time has no meaning here. This one is based on what you wanted before,” she said, touching the first sheet. “This one is based on who you are now.” Her hand went to the second page. “And this one is based on who you want to be.” Her finger touched the third. 
 
      
 
    He stepped closer to the counter and picked up the first piece of paper. Thick Skin; good for ignoring the barbs of life. Your physical skin will become thicker, letting you brush off the least of troubles. 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded. “This comes before Iron Skin, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
      
 
    “If I had this, the small cuts I had wouldn’t have injured me?” 
 
      
 
    “There is a limit, but that is broadly true.” 
 
      
 
    With a thoughtful look, Stern put down the first page and picked up the second. Empathic Return; give unto others what they give unto you. Able to reflect the emotions of another back to them. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly as he set the paper down. “Not sure that’s the wisest perk for me.” 
 
      
 
    “All of life is choices,” Ria replied. 
 
      
 
    “Ain’t that the truth…?” Stern grunted. 
 
      
 
    Picking up the third page, he checked his last choice. Improved Companion 1; best friends give back. Your summons will improve slightly. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked at the last page. He turned it over to make sure there was nothing else written on it. “This, uh… this doesn’t help much.” 
 
      
 
    “The variety of what it does is too wide to be condensed and explained,” Ria said simply. 
 
      
 
    Setting down the sheet of paper, Stern stared down at all three of them. “The second one won’t help me with my goal, even if I would love to have people understand what it feels like to be me.” He nudged it back to Ria. “Pass on that.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s hand waved over the page and it vanished. “It might come around again in the fullness of time,” she said softly, “or it may never appear again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I heard that’s how perks work,” Stern said. “My parents made sure I knew about that, which is why I need to consider this carefully. Thick Skin would give me a little more survivability and would open up to better versions down the road... but it’s reactionary. It would only help me if I would be injured and in this version of it, only the smallest of injuries.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the nicks on your face,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah,” Stern snorted. “Damned rabbit menace.” 
 
      
 
    “You want the third one,” Ria said gently. “You want more for your friend.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled. “Pawly is family. She’s been beside me since I was a child. When my parents went off to do a run, she was always there. I would’ve been a lot more injured in my run if not for her, too.” 
 
      
 
    “But not knowing what the improvement would be makes you hesitate,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Ria just stood there, watching him as he stared at the two remaining papers. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it,” Stern said, picking up the third page. 
 
      
 
    Ria smiled as the page burst into a bright light. 
 
      
 
    Gasping as the golden light flowed into him, he could feel something fundamental about his soul changing. He panted as the feeling subsided and leaned on the counter, trying to catch his breath. Underplay that much, Dad? That felt like my whole body was vibrating and on the edge of bursting apart. 
 
      
 
    “Now that you’ve chosen your perk, we can move onto your dungeon points,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    Standing upright, he exhaled slowly. 
 
      
 
    Ria was looking up at him with amusement. “Oh, you are tall, aren’t you? It was hard to tell with the hunch you had before.” 
 
      
 
    Stern realized she was at least a foot shorter than he was and automatically hunched down again. “Yeah. Tall and thin, like a skeleton,” he said the words with an almost lyrical cadence, but his tone was bitter. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the words of the young,” Ria said softly. “Children can be mean.” 
 
      
 
    “Adults can be worse,” Stern grunted. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. You’ve collected twenty dungeon points for killing the monsters. Pawly’s kills count as your kills, as she’s a part of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d wondered if that was going to be the case.” 
 
      
 
    “For clearing the dungeon, you received another ten points. There were no style points to be gained or traps to overcome, so those two categories are worth zero on this run. Your crew has accrued a total of one hundred and ten points. As you were a solo Walker, you gain these points to spend as you see fit without needing a majority to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “So I have a hundred and forty...” Stern said slowly. “Okay. No one died today, but are there soul fragments that can be purchased?” 
 
      
 
    “There are always soul fragments,” Ria said sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Any that have only a single fragment or two left?” 
 
      
 
    “No. All fragments still reside with four pieces waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed. “I can’t afford four fragments, can I?” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling slowly, Stern nodded. “If there had been a quest for them at the local Walkers’ guild, then a piece or two would’ve been claimed, already.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to see your options?” Ria asked. 
 
      
 
    “Limit it to what I can afford, please, and remove the soul fragments from the list.” 
 
      
 
    Ria nodded, her hand pausing over the counter for a moment. When she moved again, the counter had become a glass case with various things on display. Each item had a tag below it, indicating its cost. 
 
      
 
    Looking over everything, he shook his head, noting that something would fade away if he didn’t like it and new items would replace it. A thought of a dagger brought a dozen of them to the case. 
 
      
 
    “That’s different,” Stern said, looking at Ria. 
 
      
 
    “The world works as the Goddess wills it,” Ria shrugged. “Trying to have absolutely everything shown at once would take more space than this. Instead, this is based on intent. When you want to see something, a sample is shown. If you’re intrigued by it, more are shown to give you a wider sample.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” Stern murmured as his brow furrowed. “How many of these shops are there?” 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” Ria laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah. So after I choose, I won’t see you again,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “That is incorrect. You will see me every time if you’re the leader of the crew you’re with, but if you join another person’s crew, you’ll see the one assigned to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes me want to not join a crew,” Stern smirked. 
 
      
 
    “For your own good, you need to,” Ria said seriously, then her lips ticked back into a smile. “You’d just need to lead one to see me again.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head and looked back at the case. “My equipment is already good. Most of this would appeal to someone who didn’t get sent off like I did, though.” 
 
      
 
    Ria nodded, then tapped the glass case with a finger. “How about these?” 
 
      
 
    Two items appeared where she’d tapped. One was a small red rune with a stylized flame, and Stern knew an enchantment rune when he saw one. The other thing was odd— a pair of small leather bands, each with a single metal spike attached to it. 
 
      
 
    “What are those?” 
 
      
 
    “Fighting spurs,” Ria said. Her face was blank, but the revulsion inside of her was clear to him. “They can be attached to Pawly’s back legs, giving her more weapons to use.” 
 
      
 
    “You hate them,” Stern said, looking into her eyes. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I know their history,” Ria said softly. “Don’t ask me more, please.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want them,” Stern said. “The rune would eat the majority of my points. This is the smallest one I’ve ever seen, though. What can it really do?” 
 
      
 
    “Heat the weapon it’s attached to. It wouldn’t be enough to start a fire, but it would be enough to sear flesh and cause additional damage.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... better than nothing,” Stern said slowly. “Are there any others I can afford?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a chilling rune,” Ria said. “Between them, I’d thought you’d like this one more.” 
 
      
 
    “There is something to say for that,” Stern agreed. “No potions of healing?” 
 
      
 
    “You fall a little short,” Ria replied. 
 
      
 
    “Never heard that before,” Stern laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Terrible, but also true.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, give me the rune. That leaves me with fifteen points.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a problem,” Ria said. “You could have something like these?” Her finger tapped the glass case and the items shifted again. 
 
      
 
    “Odds and ends,” Stern murmured as he looked over the trash items that he could afford. He found one thing that caught his eye and smiled as everything in the case turned into different copies of it. “The pink one, please.” 
 
      
 
    The rune and other item appeared on the counter. “That’s all of your points spent, Walker. You just need this.” Ria held out her hand, his badge resting on her palm. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the simple lead square. There was a complex chain of numbers and letters engraved along the top. Underneath that was his name in quotes. He was glad it was just the name he’d been going by and not the mouthful he’d been born with. The space under his name held the emblem of the city. 
 
      
 
    “When you defeat more dungeons, the emblem will shrink and make room for the next,” Ria said. “The metal will upgrade to reflect the bracket of dungeons you are in the correct range for. Of course, you already know all this, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern said. He thought about some of the badges he’d seen that were made out of precious metals. “I know that the badge itself will become more ornate depending on how many I defeat, as well, making it easier to recognize the truly powerful.” 
 
      
 
    “That concludes our business,” Ria said softly. “The door will take you back. I hope to see you again, Stern. Maybe with some companions in tow?” 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the glowing doorway and sighed. “Yeah, maybe... We’ll see what the Walkers have to say and if any crew has an opening to take me. I doubt I’d get anyone to join me.” Looking back at Ria, he gave her a smile. “Until next time… what do you do?” he asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Ria smiled and faded away into nothingness. 
 
      
 
    Stern just stared at where she’d been, then sighed. “Same as my cat. Yeah, that makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling his dagger, he looked it over before pushing the rune against the pommel. The rune sank into the weapon in the same spot he’d pressed it. He was glad it would only trigger when it hit something or he’d have a real problem. He took another moment to pin the badge to his chest before pocketing the last item. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The moment Stern stepped out of the dungeon, Pawly was beside him and new knowledge flooded his mind. Blinking a few times, he looked down at his friend. 
 
      
 
    “Survived? That’s good,” the captain said. “Was wondering how you’d do alone. Not many go in by themselves, even in the first few.” 
 
      
 
    “I had help,” Stern said as he flexed his fingers through a different pattern. 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out a surprised squeak and everyone looked toward her. She was larger— taller, broader, and more muscular now. Her paws were correspondingly larger, as well, and when she stretched, her claws dug easily into the earth. 
 
      
 
    All of the guards looked impressed as they eyed the much-larger cat. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, that perk was worth it,” Stern chuckled. “Don’t think you can sleep on me in that form.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked up at him, offended, and huffed. 
 
      
 
    “What? You’re nearly double what you used to be, or more if we’re talking weight.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled slightly and showed him teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Oops,” Stern whispered. “Hang on. I’m sorry, okay? But you have more muscle and muscle is heavier. Mom always said so. You aren’t fat, not at all. If anything, you’re sexier all around.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly stopped growling and sat down, preening. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, what?” The captain was looking at them with uncertainty. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stern said. “Hang on.” His fingers flexed and Pawly shrank back down to her smaller size. He exhaled a sigh of relief. “So that works.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly blinked, looking at herself before letting out a yowl of disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, now, if it comes to a fight, I’ll put you back, but you’ll scare everyone if I leave you like that. We already have enough trouble here because of me. I mean, you look like the killing machine we all know you to be when you’re bigger.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly glanced toward the guards, then to him, before huffing and standing up. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be going, sir. Have a good… day,” Stern paused, making sure it wasn’t evening. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You, too,” the captain said a little hesitantly. “Just a question… it’s a perk, right?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly hissed at the captain, and the man took a step back, remembering her larger form. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a perk, yes,” Stern said, bending down to pet Pawly. “He didn’t mean it like that. He’s been okay. Give him a break. If I had only met you as the impressive beast you just were, I’d be leery of you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and pushed into his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Most summons aren’t… domesticated,” the captain said a little lamely. 
 
      
 
    “You mean that they’re monsters,” Stern said. “I know, but most people get them after being in a dungeon. I’ve had her my whole life. Come on, Pawly, I promised you some fish and cream.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed happily, walking off. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, he followed her. “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Walking back through town, Stern looked down at Pawly. “I need to stop by the Walkers’ hall and register. Did you want to stay with me or not?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly glanced back at him before slowing. After a moment, she sat and waved a paw in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Promise to call you back for dinner,” Stern said. “Go home. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    Just as Pawly faded away, a child let out a small scream, having seen only her eyes and teeth. As the child frantically yanked on his mother’s arm and tried to explain what he saw, Stern started walking, not wanting to be there. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the Dungeon Walkers’ guildhall, Stern took a moment to touch the badge he’d pinned to his leathers. After taking a deep breath, he stepped inside. The noise in the room was loud, with dozens of conversations in progress. It brought back a memory of his father speaking to his mother. At least this world only has one language. If each race had its own, plus regional languages, it’d be as bad as Earth. 
 
      
 
    Walkers were a diverse group, and while some groups stuck to their own kind, most found that diversity gave them an edge. The same group he’d spotted yesterday was at a table just inside the door. The angelic woman’s eyebrow went up as she eyed him. Her curiosity got the rest of her table to look his way. 
 
      
 
    “Blighted?” the dwarf asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    “No, I was born this way,” Stern replied, but his tone was edged. 
 
      
 
    “Leave him be, Gustav. He’s a pup— one mark only,” the elven woman said. “Excuse him. His manners are atrocious.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah!” Gustav snorted. “Sorry, pup, but you know what you look like.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all too aware,” Stern said stiffly. “Been dealing with it my whole life. I didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” the man with triangular teeth said. “Pups need guidance. Come to register?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Stern replied, backing off on his angry tone. 
 
      
 
    “Just you?” the dark-skinned woman with the white wings asked. “Where are the others you went with?” 
 
      
 
    Stern just looked at her and she nodded slowly. “Ah. That explains the sharp reply.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shrugged, taking in their gear and badges. “Iron, two marks,” Stern said. “Twenty dungeons cleared. I’m surprised you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “Just finished a delivery,” Gustav said. “Not everything is dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s abrasive nature made Stern bristle, but he did his best to ignore it. “I’m aware. There are still dangerous beasts in the wilds, rare herbs that need to be retrieved, and other tasks. Those other jobs are actually the majority of a Walker’s work.” 
 
      
 
    The angelic woman nodded. “Indeed. The registrar is in the corner,” she pointed. “Hopefully, she can get you an interview or two with other new crews.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess willing,” Stern said, bowing his head to her. “Please, excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    “Pup!” Gustav called after him a second later. 
 
      
 
    Stern squashed his first reply, instead turning to face the dwarf. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck. If you make it to copper and we meet again, I’ll be buying the drinks to hear about your runs.” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked for a few seconds and smiled. “Deal. Safe runs and good loot to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs,” all four replied. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s mood was dropping again by the time he crossed the room. The overall atmosphere was good in the hall, but the few people who paid attention to him caused his mood to sour. A matronly woman sat in the corner of the room, behind a counter, and was watching him with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “How might I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “My name is Stern. I need to register.” 
 
      
 
    “By yourself?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “All by myself,” Stern replied calmly, thankful that she was being cordial. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously not blighted, which is curious. It’s not unheard of, but exceedingly rare,” the woman smiled. “One of your perks is going to be unusual.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted. “That’s the nice way of saying it.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and pulled out a tablet. It appeared to draw the light into itself, not reflecting it the way other things did. Setting the tablet on the desk, she motioned toward it. “Dominant hand, please.” 
 
      
 
    Stern put his left hand on the tablet and inhaled sharply. His whole body felt like it contracted to a singular point before expanding back to normal. 
 
      
 
    “You handled that better than most,” she said. “Remove your hand.” 
 
      
 
    Taking his hand back, he shook it as it tingled. 
 
      
 
    The woman looked down at the tablet and nodded. “Hmm, interesting. That must be hard to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Stern said, knowing she was seeing all of his perks. 
 
      
 
    “With the way you look, it must have been a nightmare,” she replied. “Considering what is obviously your newest perk, you’re a summoner from birth. Are they helpful in combat?” 
 
      
 
    “She is, and with Improved Companion, that will increase.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Would you be willing to display your friend?” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the crowded room, his eyes darting to the scarred war hound near them. “Right here might be a bad idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Undoubtedly,” the woman replied. “Please wait a moment.” Closing her eyes, she appeared to be speaking to someone, but Stern couldn’t hear her. She blinked and pointed to the stairs a dozen feet away. “She will take you to a private room so you may help us understand your perks better.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked to where the matron pointed and nodded. At the base of the stairs, a dwarf stood. “Thank you, ma’am,” he told the older woman. 
 
      
 
    “Once you finish, she will help you with trying to find your way. Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Stern headed for the dwarven woman, who was watching him with wide eyes. She didn’t wait for him, starting up the stairs while he was still on his way over. The second floor had a lot of closed doors and the dwarven woman stopped in front of one of them. Seeing him come up the stairs, she opened it and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed as he entered the room and closed the door behind him. His quick glance told him it was an office. The dwarf was settling in behind a desk and motioning him to the chair across from her. 
 
      
 
    “Sit and show me, please.” 
 
      
 
    Taking the offered seat, Stern raised his hand over the desk and summoned Pawly. Pawly looked to him, then at the dwarf, before sighing and flopping onto her side. 
 
      
 
    “Unusual,” the woman said, staring at Pawly. “A cat?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. My father called her a Maine Coon. She’s named Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly,” the woman said, looking at her paws before smiling. “Fitting.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and wiggled a little closer to her. 
 
      
 
    “Mind her belly. It’s a trap,” Stern warned her. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t most cat’s bellies?” 
 
      
 
    “All of the ones I’ve known, but people still try with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Your other perk was to improve her. Ah, where are my manners? I’m Regina.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Pawly, get off the desk, please.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sighed, as she wasn’t being petted and there was obviously a lack of fish. 
 
      
 
    “After we finish here. They needed to see you first,” Stern said, understanding her disappointment. 
 
      
 
    Pawly jumped down off the desk and sat beside him, giving him a meow. 
 
      
 
    Fingers flexing, he activated his new perk, and Pawly went from a large house cat to a small hunting cat. Four-feet long before her tail was added, she still had the thick Maine Coon fur, making her look extremely unique. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness,” Regina said, sitting forward. “Now she’s a notable asset in a dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Was before, too. She killed a little over half the monsters in the run.” 
 
      
 
    “Which you completed by yourself... or without other people, I should clarify,” Regina said, giving Pawly a smile. 
 
      
 
    Pawly preened and gave a happy chuff. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I see the bandage on your arm and the fading nicks on your face. Was that all the damage you took?” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly got clobbered by one of the rabbits,” Stern said. “I let her go, then brought her back.” 
 
      
 
    “She healed?” 
 
      
 
    “Always has.” 
 
      
 
    “Very useful… do you mind her being put into danger or dying?” 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at Regina. “I do, but pain is part of a run. Sending her to deliberately die would piss me off.” 
 
      
 
    “And upset her, as well, I’d imagine. However, I know some would try to use her for that specific purpose,” Regina said. “Those who can summon help normally use their summons in that way. Yours… well, she’s different. She’s a friend, not a monster.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... we’ve had a handful of crews register today. I think you’ve met all of them, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t get along,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I figured as much. Sadly, that leaves you in a bind. We’d normally recommend that you join a group that has completed the same dungeons, as you need to clear all three of a rank to go up and gain access to the next three.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded. “I’m aware. I was thinking of completing the first three without any help.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled. 
 
      
 
    “Without help, outside of her,” Stern amended. 
 
      
 
    “Difficult and foolish, but doable,” Regina sighed. “Even if you only join for a single run, I still suggest you go with others.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Stern replied, shrinking Pawly back to her normal size. 
 
      
 
    “Your perks have been registered and I will update the record. If you’re heading to Brightstone next, there are a few quests in that direction, if you’d like to earn some coin.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re posted?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look into them tomorrow, then,” Stern said, standing up. “I promised someone fish and cream.” 
 
      
 
    Regina chuckled. “Keeping her happy is probably wise. Even more so now, I’d think.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and jumped onto the desk, flopping onto her side. 
 
      
 
    Regina stroked Pawly’s fur. “Try to help him as much as you can, but push him to accept help, for both of your sakes.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and accepted the petting. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see if people are looking to group up in the next city,” Stern said. “Come on, Pawly. Dinnertime.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly was off the desk and next to the door in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs,” Regina said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern said as he opened the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Checking his things over one more time, Stern finally opened the door to the room where he’d stayed for his last night in Darkstone. The inn wasn’t as good as the small suite he’d rented while attending the academy, but it served its purpose of giving him a place to sleep. He dropped the room key on the desk and kept on walking right out the door. 
 
      
 
    He’d made it a single square north when the scent of cooking food hit his nose and his stomach growled. Stern found the food vendor’s stall on the other side of the square and went toward it. There was a small line of people waiting, but they were being served quickly. 
 
      
 
    “How many?” the man asked, not looking up as he flipped a set of skewers on the grill. 
 
      
 
    “Three. Cost?” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Two copper.” 
 
      
 
    Stern dropped the coins into the basket. “Done.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the man grinned, pulling freshly cooked shrimp off the grill. “Here you…” His sentence trailed off as he stared at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Not blighted,” Stern said stiffly, his hand out to accept the skewers. 
 
      
 
    With a small flinch, the man shoved the ends of the sticks into Stern’s hand. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
      
 
    Teeth grinding, Stern stalked away. Goddess, why? Why me? Couldn’t the dungeon have given me an option to change? 
 
      
 
    He made it a few streets away before stepping into an alley. Exhaling slowly, he let go of the anger he was feeling and his own. He shook his head and looked at his skewers— his appetite had dimmed, but was still there. Putting his food into his right hand, he flexed his fingers through the pattern to summon Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “Meow?” Pawly blinked, looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning. Want to share some shrimp?” 
 
      
 
    A chuff and head bump on his shin was Pawly’s answer. 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled at his friend, then bit the first shrimp off the skewer, letting the back half fall. The tail end of the shrimp never hit the ground— Pawly had shifted to sit in front of him and, as it fell, grabbed it with her massive paws. 
 
      
 
    The two of them stayed there as they ate. Stern’s mood improved even with all the people eyeing him and Pawly when they passed by. 
 
      
 
    With their shrimp gone, Stern knelt down. “I forgot to give you something yesterday. Now seems like a good time.” With a smile, he pulled out the pink item he’d taken from the dungeon. “What do you think? Want a bow?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sniffed at the cord, then turned around so her back was to him. She looked over her shoulder and gave him a meow. Smiling, Stern tied the pink cord around her neck. He purposely left it a little loose, making sure that he tied the bow with an easy slip. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, it’s on, but it’ll come off easy so you don’t get stuck,” Stern said. “Can’t have you being restricted like that.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly preened and meowed at him. 
 
      
 
    “Yup, I got it just for you. Who’s a pretty girl, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred loudly and pushed into the hand stroking her head. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of giving her affection, he stood up. “Okay, let’s go see if there are any quests going to Brightstone. We’re on the road right after that.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly stretched, then began to walk ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Dungeon Walkers’ guildhall wasn’t as busy in the morning, but there were still a few groups scattered about the room. Almost everyone focused on him when they entered. His jaw tightened under their gazes, but he headed for the quest board. 
 
      
 
    “Blighted with a cat? That’s not something I’d thought I’d see,” one voice snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Lead, one mark,” another said. “Maybe he’s not blighted. He could just be one of them.” 
 
      
 
    Stern did his best to ignore the voices, but Pawly’s fur was fluffing up in anger. She stalked after him, clearly unhappy. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the board with dozens of papers attached to it. Each one was stamped with the minimum badge rank required to accept it. His eyes skimmed over the rankings— the highest he saw was prismatic steel. He whistled softly at the need for someone ranked that high, then looked past it, as that was well out of his range. 
 
      
 
    A few for the various elemental metals came next, and he kept going down the board. Bright and dark irons came and went as he kept pacing down the large board that covered half the wall. The precious metals were after them, and then down into the common metals. He sighed— even tin was more than he could accept at the moment. 
 
      
 
    At the very end of the board, he found the ones for lead-ranked Walkers. The quests he expected to see were there. The first was asking for help gathering herbs from the nearby forest. Next to it was another asking for help getting a rat problem under control at a local bakery. There were several more small quests that would pay okay, but not incredible, and all of them would keep him tied to the city here. 
 
      
 
    The last one was a simple delivery quest to Brightstone. The bonus was that it was a Walkers’ quest, meaning that he wouldn’t have to go to another place in the city. Touching the paper, he willed it to accept him. The page vanished off the board and he smiled. 
 
      
 
    Going to the single desk in the room, he nodded to the balding man seated behind it. “Sir, I took the quest to deliver goods to Brightstone.” 
 
      
 
    The man was giving him a pensive look before nodding back to him. “Yes. Regina did say you might if it was still there.” He looked away from Stern and pulled a drawer in the desk open. His hand vanished into an inky void before returning with a messenger bag. “Here you go. As the quest said, it must be delivered unopened.” 
 
      
 
    Stern accepted the bag, removing his backpack before slinging the bag on. With it around his neck, he got his backpack strapped on again. “Five days for a three-day trip? I’ll get it there with plenty of time to spare.” 
 
      
 
    “If you stay on the road,” the man replied. “Some leads like to wander off the paths.” 
 
      
 
    “Until I become a tin, at least, I’m not likely to stray.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, if only more felt that way. Best of luck.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded and turned toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, pup!” a voice called out to him. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked up to see Gustav and his crew entering the room. “Gustav.” 
 
      
 
    “Heading out already?” 
 
      
 
    “Delivery to Brightstone. Once I’m there, I’ll see if anyone will take me on. If not, I’ll be going solo again.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to stay on the road?” the angelic woman asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Until I gain the tin rank, it’s silly to go wandering off-track.” 
 
      
 
    “Heh, but it can be fun,” the man with triangular teeth grinned. “Good eating in the woods.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop it, Jaq,” the woman said with a glare. “He doesn’t have your physique.” 
 
      
 
    Jaq grinned. “True enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay safe, and have a safe run,” the elf said, stepping aside for him. “Will you be heading as quickly to Bloodstone after that?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Stern said. “Depends on what happens in Brightstone.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be going that way in a few days,” the elf smiled. “Maybe we’ll see you there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like that, Miss…?” 
 
      
 
    “Stella,” she replied. “Just call me Stella.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right,” the angelic sighed. “Melia.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern,” he told them. “See you in Bloodstone.” 
 
      
 
    Gustav slapped him on the back as Stern passed him. “Safe runs, pup. Find a crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the cat with you?” Stella asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, and yes,” Stern said, nodding his head, but not staying to talk. 
 
      
 
    Walking swiftly down the street, Pawly trotted along beside him. “They were nice once Gustav mellowed out. Hope he gets over calling me ‘pup.’” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed in agreement. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was glad when the gates of Brightstone came into view. Staying on the road meant no trouble unless bandits had taken up in the area or in the unlikely event of a horde. Hordes were improbable near the three lower cities— lead and tin Walkers scoured the areas nearby to finish the quests they could. Bandits preferred the cities where higher-ranked Walkers were, as they would have better loot. 
 
      
 
    “Bandits… idiots who put themselves in danger targeting people who’ll fight back just to grab a few trinkets. It’d be safer to go into a dungeon and get their own,” Stern snorted. 
 
      
 
    His mood was sour. The rain had started yesterday and continued with only minor pauses. At the moment, all he wanted was a dry, warm room to rest in, and maybe some hot food. 
 
      
 
    “And a drink...” Stern muttered. “Whiskey’d be good. That’ll warm me up from the inside.” 
 
      
 
    Slogging down the road, he was glad that all of the main roads were paved. He would have hated the trip more, otherwise. The sky was darkening when he finally reached the gates of Brightstone. 
 
      
 
    The two guards on duty eyed him when he got close enough to talk. “Bit crap to be out in, isn’t it?” one of the guards asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hasn’t been a good few days,” Stern said tightly, keeping his head down so the rain dripped away from his face and off his cloak. 
 
      
 
    “City rules apply,” the second guard said, clearly bored. “Any objections or questions?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Inn?” Stern asked, just wanting out of the weather. 
 
      
 
    “Closest is Walker’s Rest, two squares straight ahead. It’s next to the academy, Dungeon Walkers’ hall, and dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Stern said. “Have a good shift.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Be glad to be out of this weather,” the second guard said. 
 
      
 
    Stern went past the two men without wasting any more time. They’d given him a destination where warmth and dryness could be achieved, and that was all he wanted right now. 
 
      
 
    The inn was easy to find— the door was open and music was spilling out. Stepping inside, he found it busy, which wasn’t surprising as the main room was a tavern. A small stage took up the far corner of the room, giving anyone on stage a clear view of the door. A large fireplace was roaring on one wall, providing warmth to the entire tavern. The majority of tables were full, but a few had open seats. The infernal on stage was singing a lament about lost love, and Stern paused to hear the last few words. 
 
      
 
    “Love, never to be found...” The lyrics were haunting, and with the last strum of her lute, she gave the crowd a sad smile. 
 
      
 
    The room applauded and a few people wiped at their eyes. The emotion in the room hit him in the gut, and he took a shuddering breath. Swallowing, he turned to the bar as there was no desk by the front door. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf behind the bar glanced his way, seeing only the sodden cloak and hunched form. “Room, food, drink?” 
 
      
 
    “All three. Deliver food and drink to the room, please,” Stern said. His voice trembled, as the emotion of the room was still affecting him. 
 
      
 
    “That bad, huh? Fine, fine. Two large copper. Food and two drinks tonight and tomorrow are included. The bath is down that hall.” He pointed to a hallway by the stairs heading up. 
 
      
 
    Stern fumbled out two large copper. “Heated wine and food in an hour, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” the bartender said, fishing out a key with a metal disk attached to it. He tossed the key down to Stern. “Number nine, second floor.” 
 
      
 
    Stern picked up the key and turned away before he paused. “A small saucer of milk, as well, please.” 
 
      
 
    The bartender gave him an odd look, then shrugged. “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad you all enjoyed it,” the infernal on the stage grinned. “How about something more upbeat? Perhaps ‘Fire Makes Me Hot’?” 
 
      
 
    A roar went through the room, and Stern chuckled as he made his way to the stairs. The song was a bawdy one that was well-known by most tavern crowds. It was all innuendo and suggestive gestures, but was already turning the room into a happy place. The opening tune helped dispel the gloom weighing on Stern’s soul as he climbed the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Finding his room, he pushed the door open. It was dark inside— the sun having set already— though the thick clouds wouldn’t have let much light through, anyway. He could see the candle on a table inside and approached it. A striker lay beside the candle, so he clicked the device until the wick caught. 
 
      
 
    Once it was lit and the room had light, he shut the door. The single candle didn’t give off a lot of illumination, but it was enough for him to find the chest at the foot of the bed. Stripping off his bags, he put them into the chest, pausing long enough to pull out a second set of clothing. He laid his cloak out on the chair in the room to dry, then exhaled slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Bath, food, bed...” he told the empty room. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the room, he nearly ran into a young boy. “Sorry,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The boy looked up at him with wide eyes, fear growing on his face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not blighted,” Stern said simply. 
 
      
 
    Mouth moving, but no sound coming from it, the child continued to stare at him. 
 
      
 
    Stern saw the lantern in the boy’s hand. “Was that for my room?” 
 
      
 
    With his head twitching in a jerky nod, the child held it out to him. 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed to himself and pulled a single copper out. Offering it with his right hand, he extended his left for the lantern. “Trade you?” 
 
      
 
    The boy was quick to exchange the lantern for the coin. He then scurried away with a few glances back at Stern. 
 
      
 
    Exhaling, Stern went back into his room. He used the candle to light the lantern, which illuminated the room better. Snuffing out the candle, he left the lantern on the table. At least he didn’t scream for help, Stern thought as he left the room again. 
 
      
 
    Making it back downstairs, he slipped into the hall quickly, glad that everyone was watching the stage. The singer saw him, but didn’t react beyond her eyebrows rising, as she was on the finale of the song. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why I always say it’s only fire that makes me hot!” her voice rose above the crowd, which was singing along with her. 
 
      
 
    He found the bath and was glad it was empty. The room was divided in two by a wooden screen, with two more that could be pulled out to block a bath off from the door or another bather. 
 
      
 
    Placing his dry clothes on the small table, he made sure his screen was pulled closed. As he stripped off his clothing, he sighed, glad to be out of the wet things. Stern noticed that the tub was runed, which he was grateful for. It meant that the water would be as hot as he wanted it to be. 
 
      
 
    Plugging the tub, he got the water going. After a little bit of looking, he found the soap, along with towels. Once he had everything ready, he climbed in, exhaling as the heat soaked into his legs. The tub was just long enough that he could extend his legs out all the way. It left him sitting upright, but that was fine— it was deep enough that the water came halfway up his chest. When the tub was completely filled, he turned off the water and just sat there, soaking for a bit. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~  
 
      
 
    Clean, dry, and feeling better, Stern grabbed his clothing which he’d cleaned and rung out. He planned to lay it out on the table and chair in his room so it could dry overnight. He made it to the taproom and darted up the stairs before anyone could get a good look at him. The musician had finished playing, so the inn was back to normal. 
 
      
 
    When he made it to his room, he exhaled in relief that he didn’t have to deal with anyone else. He set his clothing out on the chest for the time being, knowing his food should be along shortly. He’d just finished when there was a knock on his door. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, your food,” came a female voice from the far side of the door. 
 
      
 
    Stern let the maid in, waiting for the inevitable. 
 
      
 
    She was smiling as she moved to the table and set his food and drink out for him. “Will there be…?” Her voice trailed off as she stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, I’m not blighted,” Stern said with a sigh. “Thank you for the food.” 
 
      
 
    Staring at him, the preteen stood stock still. 
 
      
 
    “You should probably get back to work,” Stern said not unkindly. 
 
      
 
    Head jerking up and down, she rushed out of the room. Stern sighed as he shut the door behind her and went to the table. His plate had a steak, some vegetables, and a chunk of buttered bread on it. A mug of steaming wine sat beside it— he inhaled the aroma and sighed happily. There was also a saucer of milk that the maid had brought along with his food. 
 
      
 
    Fingers flexing, he smiled and summoned Pawly. He’d missed his friend over the last couple of days. He knew that Pawly hated the rain, not that he blamed her. Now that he had a room and some food, he could summon her and enjoy having her company. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Once he’d finished stretching, Stern made sure he had all of his gear for a dungeon run. He was going to keep the inn room, as he’d want it again tonight. With his first aid kit strapped to his back and the delivery bag slung over his shoulders, he rolled his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast, delivery, dungeon,” he murmured as he opened the door to his room. 
 
      
 
    Heading down to the taproom, he saw an older woman behind the bar. “Ma’am, I have room nine. I’d like to keep it for another night.” 
 
      
 
    She looked his way, her lips thinning. “You’re the one scaring my kids.” 
 
      
 
    Stern just stared at her and waited. 
 
      
 
    “Three large coppers!” she snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Your husband charged me two last night,” Stern said bluntly. “I’ve done nothing to anyone in your establishment. I was even polite and tried to ease your children’s fears.” 
 
      
 
    Lips twisting, the old woman growled out the words, “Two is fine.” 
 
      
 
    Stern placed them on the bar and pointed to an empty table. “Breakfast and some hot tea, please.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman’s eyes narrowed before she swiped the coins and went toward the doorway at the end of the bar. “Breakfast and tea! Hurry it up!” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Stern took a seat facing away from the sour woman. At least it’s not just me... she’s just a bitter old prune. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes passed by before a teenaged boy brought him a plate and mug. “Your meal.” 
 
      
 
    Stern heard the tremor in his voice and felt the fear and hatred radiating off him. He ignored the kid and focused on his food. Two scrambled eggs, a hunk of cooked meat, a slice of hot buttered bread, and a serving of beans. Should be filling, Stern thought as he cut his meat in half and pushed one of the chunks toward the edge of his plate. Pawly will enjoy something this morning. 
 
      
 
    His breakfast was mediocre, but it filled him up. Stern tossed down the last of the tea before picking up the uneaten piece of meat, shoving it into his pouch, and heading for the door. He didn’t bother to inform the woman behind the bar that he was done. She knows already, considering those two daggers digging into my back. 
 
      
 
    The sky was overcast, but it wasn’t raining at the moment. The city was awake and people were everywhere. Stern watched a large chicken pulling a wagon with a shake of his head as his father’s voice came to him. Fat Choco… what was the word again? Screw it. Fat riding chickens. 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to the Walkers’ hall, pausing when a man riding a giant wolf came his way. Dressed in robes, the man was clearly a user of magic. He was carrying several different wands in a bandolier on his chest. 
 
      
 
    The man stopped in front of the inn and jumped down from the wolf. “They have rooms?” he asked Stern, giving him a curious, yet piercing, look. 
 
      
 
    “They should, but the woman behind the bar might try to gouge you,” Stern said. “Two large copper is what I just paid.” 
 
      
 
    The man looked at the badge on Stern’s clothing. “Safe run, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s eye caught the glint of silver on the man’s chest and nodded. “Rest well, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Time for a break,” the man chuckled as he reached back and patted the wolf. “Do they have a stable?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, sir. If you’ll excuse me, I have a delivery.” Stern touched the bag he was carrying. 
 
      
 
    “Just finished one, myself. Go on. Make sure you and your crew are ready once you become tin-ranked.” 
 
      
 
    Stern just nodded and stepped past the higher-ranked Walker. It was only a few dozen feet over to the Walkers’ guildhall. The main room was subdued so early in the morning, and Stern was glad for it. Even then, he felt the eyes of those in the room on him. 
 
      
 
    “Delivery,” Stern said abruptly upon reaching the desk. 
 
      
 
    The long-necked man sat upright and Stern blinked at him. The large spots on the man’s skin, along with his neck, gave away his specific lykian blood. “Set it on the desk, please.” 
 
      
 
    Stern did as he was asked, pleasantly surprised that the man didn’t react to the way he looked. The moment the bag touched the desk, he felt the release of the quest from his mind. 
 
      
 
    The lykian man picked up the bag and put it into the drawer. “Your task is completed.” He placed two large copper on the desk. “Your payment, Walker Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. Please put it toward my recovery fee. Are there any incomplete crews that are going into the dungeon today?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I know of, but most have already gone to the dungeon. A few might be there looking to add another.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to leave, Stern nearly ran into a man as tall as he was and about five times his size across the shoulders. The man just stared at him, his gaze dropping to Stern’s badge. “New blood. If you have some coin, me and my crew can take you through.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the man’s tin badge that had only a single mark on it. He felt the subdued anger and arrogance coming from the man, and exhaled before he spoke, “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine even if there isn’t another crew my rank there.” 
 
      
 
    The large man snorted. “Suit yourself. It’ll be a shame to throw your life away like that.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips thinned. Stepping around him, he started for the door. 
 
      
 
    “Stupid kid,” another snorted when he went past the table. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s mood soured as he left the guildhall behind. Heading to the academy and dungeon entrance, he tried to let go of the emotional turmoil. He followed the clearly marked signs and went around the main academy building. 
 
      
 
    A couple of dozen people stood underneath an awning, speaking in small groups. Five men in uniform stood farther back, next to the sloping tunnel. They were talking with a group of six in a patchwork of gear, clearly ready to go into the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of excitement and a bit of uncertainty filled the air under the awning. Stern moved closer to the people, wanting to hear the conversations. 
 
      
 
    “Third run... after this, we have to move onto the next dungeon. I’m thinking Darkstone.” The speaker was clearly half-dwarven— his stature, build, and beard all pointed to it. 
 
      
 
    “Hitting all of them the maximum number of times just makes the most sense,” one of the half-dwarf’s companions said. She ran a hand over her scaled head in what was clearly a soothing gesture to her. 
 
      
 
    “We barely make enough points per run to make it worth the effort,” another said. “We should just push to tin and hit those dungeons multiple times.” 
 
      
 
    “Foolish,” the last of the group said. Her voice had a light clarion tone and her white wings fluttered in agitation. “We made enough selling our loot to finish getting all of us better weapons. If we do that in Darkstone and Bloodstone, we’ll have decent equipment for the next set.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stepped away from them, as that crew clearly already had their plans set. His movement brought him to three large men, who all glared at him. He went past them, as they were far from welcoming. 
 
      
 
    The third group there also only had three people in total, so he approached them. “Excuse me, are you interested in having another join you?” 
 
      
 
    The man with black leathery wings gave him a once-over and shook his head. “What are your perks?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled, already knowing this wasn’t going to work. “I can summon a companion to help us fight.” 
 
      
 
    That actually made the contempt the man felt for Stern dim. “You got a summons? What kind?” 
 
      
 
    The other two in his group looked interested, and their disdain of him was rapidly diminishing, as well. 
 
      
 
    Stern flexed his fingers and summoned Pawly. The cat looked at the people nearby, then at Stern. 
 
      
 
    All three of them blinked, then started laughing. “No! Go find another group to help you,” the infernal man said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly hissed at him, her fur standing up. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Pawly, easy,” Stern said, glancing at the guards. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly walked with him off to the side. 
 
      
 
    Kneeling down, he ignored the laughter and voices of the others. He pulled out the chunk of meat he’d saved from breakfast and fed it to her. “They have no idea how dangerous you are. We’ll be going in alone again.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chewed the meat, purring happily. 
 
      
 
    Stern waited, watching the other groups as they went toward the guards. They were let in one at a time, and the guards took their time checking the badges of anyone going inside. Eventually, the groups were gone, leaving Stern as the only one left. 
 
      
 
    The guards gave him an appraising look when he got to them. “Alone, or is the cat with you?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s my companion,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. If she dies inside, that’s going to upset me,” the second guard said levelly. 
 
      
 
    “He has three cats at home,” another guard snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Shut it!” the first one snapped. Sighing, he turned his attention back to Stern. “You’ve got a badge, obviously been through the academy, and cleared Blackstone, so I shouldn’t have to tell you that you can’t solo run for long.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, sir,” Stern replied. “I tried to join one of the groups, but they just mocked me.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of her?” the second guard asked, squatting down and extending a hand to Pawly. “I bet you’re useful, aren’t you?” The question was directed to Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly sniffed at his fingers, then extended her neck to his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake, Johnson,” the first guard sighed as the others laughed. “Find a damned lykian with cat features, already.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson shook his head. “Assholes.” With a sigh, he stopped scratching Pawly’s neck and stood up. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips twitched. The guards were clearly friends and just joking at Johnson’s expense— mostly, anyway. “Can we go in?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You know how it works,” the guard said. “Since you’ve cleared one of the three, this one will be a bit longer than your first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, sir,” Stern said, “but it still won’t be intelligent monsters. They don’t happen until tin and above.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” the guard said, motioning him to the tunnel. “Safe run.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson cleared his throat, giving his fellow guards a glare before looking back at Pawly. “Safe run.” 
 
      
 
    The guards guffawed and teased him, but Pawly nodded once before trotting toward the dungeon. Johnson blinked, not having expected the cat to respond to him as blatantly as she had. 
 
      
 
    Stern walked down the sloping tunnel until he found the swirling mist of the dungeon. “Ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and was about to walk forward when a commotion came from behind them. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked back and saw a group of six people talking excitedly as they moved through the tunnel. Seeing and hearing them, Stern grinned as he felt a surge of excitement. With a chuckle, he stepped into the fog. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Stern went still— the sun warming his face was not what he expected. Crouching down amid the waist-high grass, he exhaled slowly. Pawly watched him while sniffing the air. 
 
      
 
    “Okay... outside dungeon, which means a kill-all to get out,” Stern murmured. “No trees, but waist-high grass, so ground animals. Probably won’t be a boss mob here, just a larger number of smaller mobs, and they’ll likely be social. Glad that even in these dungeons there’s a mobless area to prep.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly continued to watch him, waiting to see what they should do. 
 
      
 
    Poking his head above the grass, he looked around. The plain looked to stretch in all directions as far as the eye could see. Ducking down again, he shook his head. “Looks endless, but there should be a limit with invisible walls. We should find one of those first. Dad always said ‘stick to a wall, work your way around, and then go in.’” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed at him, moving forward just enough to push her head against his knee. 
 
      
 
    “First, let’s make you a badass, huh?” Stern asked her with a grin and flexed his fingers. 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred as she was suddenly tall enough to bump his chest with her head. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’re going to turn around, walk until we find a wall, and then do what we were told. You have point, because of the grass. I’ll be moving slowly to stay under it.” 
 
      
 
    Another chuff and Pawly did what Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pulling one of his knives, he held it reversed so the blade ran along his forearm. Crouched and using his right hand to keep him balanced, he followed the much larger Pawly. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure how far they’d gone, but he knew that he’d have a hard time holding to this position the entire time. Trying to stay focused for threats as he half-crawled after his friend, he was glad that his mother had pushed him to train physically with her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s head snapped to the side just before a furry blur came rushing at her. Jerking back, Pawly was just able to get her head out of the way from the claws going for her eyes. Her return strike slammed into the critter, sending it flying into the grass. Pawly lunged after it and Stern looked about, waiting for more. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Pawly came back and dropped the dead beast at his feet. Stern looked down, lips pursing as he took in the mob. Spots and lines marked the back of the overgrown ground squirrel. The claws on the monster were thicker, longer, and sharper than they had any right to be. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Stern asked Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out a small chuff as she faced back the way they’d been heading. 
 
      
 
    “Well, now we have an idea of what we might face. Guess this is a scurridane… there aren’t any trees around here, after all. Keep your eyes open for burrows.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and stalked forward again. Stern followed her, very glad that Pawly was twice as big as she had been— the scurridane was almost as big as she normally was. 
 
      
 
    No more attacks came, but suddenly, Pawly stopped moving, even though her feet still tried to push her forward for a second. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, this is the edge,” Stern said. “We’ll go left. I’ll keep my hand on the wall so we know if it opens up more.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly turned to the left and bumped her shoulder into the wall. With a huff, she started stalking away. Stern took a moment to stand up and look over the dungeon. There were small pockets of open area he could see, but none near them. Taking a deep breath, he dropped back into a crouch, and, using the invisible wall for balance, he followed his cat. 
 
      
 
    It was slow going, and two more scurridanes attacked them only to be ruthlessly put down by Pawly. The third one brought another aspect of the mob to his attention. As he went past the body, he noticed a lot of small, pointy teeth instead of the blunt buck teeth he knew normal squirrels had. 
 
      
 
    Carnivorous squirrels? Great, he sighed to himself as the body melted into the ground. Glad I have the leather armor. It should protect me from those teeth, at least. The claws might still be a problem, though. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Stern realized that they weren’t walking in a straight line. “Pawly,” he whispered, “I can feel the barrier curving. Be aware of it.” 
 
      
 
    She responded with a quiet chuff and kept moving forward. 
 
      
 
    By the time they’d made it around far enough that he could be certain they’d made a full circuit, Stern’s legs were burning and his back ached. Pawly had dispatched a few dozen scurridanes, who’d all attacked alone, making Stern briefly wonder if she was the Walker and he was the tagalong. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, he stretched and looked over the field. He could see the path they’d taken, as the grass had been displaced enough to make it obvious. A few hundred yards across with a circular barrier. We’ll have to head in now and hit those open points. 
 
      
 
    Pawly bumped his shin and purred. 
 
      
 
    He sat down, sheathed his dagger, and gave her some affection. “You’re the best,” he said happily. “Carrying my dead ass through here.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred louder and flopped onto his lap. 
 
      
 
    Smiling, he used both hands to pet the large feline. “I’m going to stand straight going forward. The grass is thick and I want to guide us in as near a circle as possible. I keep expecting a couple at a time, too, so be ready for that.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly stretched out her paws and kneaded the empty air. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, must be a good spot if you’re making air-biscuits,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Pawly grabbed his hand and dragged it down to her mouth. Placing her teeth gently on him, her back legs came up and she bunny-kicked his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, fierce hunter!” Stern laughed. He was glad she had control over her claws or else his arm would’ve been flayed open. 
 
      
 
    After a few seconds, she stopped and rolled out of his lap. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we should get going,” Stern said. “You lead, but pay attention to me, okay?” 
 
      
 
    A chuff was her response to him. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his dagger back out, he nodded. “Okay.” He went forward into the area, then turned left. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    They completed the second loop with another dozen scurridanes killed. Stern had taken a claw to the ankle, but between his pants and boots, it hadn’t cut him. Pawly savaged that scurridane, affronted that it had gotten to Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Next loop will see us hitting the first of the open spots,” Stern told her. He glanced up at the sun, which was now directly overhead. “If we’re going to find multiple mobs, it’ll likely be there.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go. I don’t think there’s going to be a boss, by the way. I think it’s an attrition dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly snuck off, keeping her body low to the ground as she soundlessly paced forward. 
 
      
 
    Stern was correct about finding multiple mobs. He’d pulled a second knife when they got closer to the grassless circle. Pawly jumped sideways, her paw slapping a scurridane who’d been mostly hidden. Blood flew as her claws dug deep gouges into it. As she dealt the blow, a second scurridane came rushing at her. 
 
      
 
    Stern threw his first knife, but as he hadn’t properly gauged the speed of the large rodent, it only grazed its back. It had been enough to hinder the mob, letting Pawly spin and slap it before it reached her. As her paw took the life from the second scurridane, a third one came leaping out of the grass. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s knife hit it and knocked it backward, the stench of burning hair wafting from it. Stern glared as he pulled his last dagger, waiting for more. Pawly spun and growled when the third scurridane hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    After a few seconds of nothing, the two of them edged forward. When they got into the clearing, they discovered multiple burrows dotting the area, with dirt mounded up near the openings. 
 
      
 
    “Home sweet home,” Stern said as he collected his knives, cleaning them off. 
 
      
 
    Pawly went to one burrow and sniffed at it before swatting down inside. She huffed and went to another one, repeating the process. She was too large to even try fitting into them. 
 
      
 
    Stern watched her and thought about it for a moment. “I could reduce you. You might fit, then.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked at him, back at the holes, and then sneezed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but if we clear everything and the exit doesn’t show up, you might need to.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled softly, glaring at the burrows. 
 
      
 
    “There are at least three more clearings,” Stern told her. “Once those are done, hopefully, we will be, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled and tore at the ground a little before she huffed and looked back at him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready, I’m ready. That way,” he pointed. 
 
      
 
    The next two clearings also had three scurridanes each, and they managed to kill them without any major issue. Stern hoped that when they killed off the last mob, a giant one wasn’t going to pop up out of the ground. 
 
      
 
    Approaching the final clearing, he was ready for the three attackers. Pawly met the first with a vicious swipe, tearing into it with her claws. The second one took a knife to the spine, and Stern grinned. 
 
      
 
    That grin was wiped from his face when he felt something hit him from behind. The chittering and scrambling up his back told him it was a scurridane. He whipped around, trying to fling it off him, but the creature didn’t get dislodged. 
 
      
 
    Pawly had her own problems— because she’d killed the last of the three original scurridanes, that left her open for another to latch onto her back, much like the one on Stern’s. 
 
      
 
    Hissing, Stern saw the mob as it lunged up and dug its claws into his face to hold on before sinking its teeth into his ear. Screaming, he grabbed the creature and ripped it from his face, slamming it into the ground and stomping on it. 
 
      
 
    Pawly dislodged her rider and tore its throat out. With a yowl of anger and pain, she looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t expecting five of them, either,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    A softly glowing blue orb appeared in the air, and he exhaled and sat down. 
 
      
 
    “That was it... it’s done,” he sighed as he dug through his bag for the salve. “You should go home. I’ll call you back for dinner, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly moved over and headbutted his chest, chuffing before she faded away. When she left, it struck him that the ribbon was going with her. Lips pursed, he set about salving his wounds, glad the one scurridane hadn’t taken a chunk from his ear when he’d torn it free. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Done with your second dungeon,” Ria said, greeting him. “Ouch. Something took a liking to your face, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted at her humor. “Just a scratch, and right at the end, too. Reminded me of a good lesson.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “Just because there seems to be a pattern doesn’t mean there is.” 
 
      
 
    Ria nodded sagely. “That is very true. What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Stern took a moment explaining the dungeon to her and how he’d been attacked. 
 
      
 
    “At least it didn’t go up your pants,” she said with twinkling eyes. 
 
      
 
    The wince was immediate as he considered how badly that would have gone. “Ouch.” 
 
      
 
    “Your knees bent in as soon as you thought about it,” Ria giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Any man would react that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Are you ready for your perks?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s give them a look,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    Ria moved her hands over the counter and three pages appeared. “Take your time, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping up to the counter, Stern picked up the first sheet. Emotional Stone; sometimes, a rock is the best way to be. Lose the perk Empathic Soul. 
 
      
 
    He looked at it for a long moment. “This is…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s something you’ve wanted before,” Ria said gently. “But…” She trailed off and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “How much of your current perk is what lets you communicate with Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed as he looked at the paper. “I… don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “Something to think about when you look at the others.” 
 
      
 
    Setting the page down, Stern took a few deep breaths before picking up the second. Unnerving Presence; back off, or else. Thinking beings will be afraid of you. 
 
      
 
    “Not helpful,” Stern sighed. “I have enough issues with people seeing me as blighted already.” 
 
      
 
    Ria didn’t say anything, just leaning on the counter. 
 
      
 
    He picked up the third paper and sighed. Improved Companion 2; best friends keep giving back. Your summons will gain something new. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
      
 
    “Well, fuck,” Stern sighed as he set the page back down. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a tough choice,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    Stern shoved the second page at her. “Not taking that.” 
 
      
 
    Her hand waved over the page and it vanished. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the other two options, he sighed again. “If you hadn’t mentioned what you did, I’d be tempted for the first one... I can’t deny that being able to feel her emotions makes it easier to communicate with her.” 
 
      
 
    Ria watched him as he stared at the papers. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, he picked up the third one again and willed it to be his. The page burst into golden light and he panted through the few seconds of change. His arms were shaking slightly when the feeling passed. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, does that ever get easier?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Some say it gets worse,” Ria said brightly. 
 
      
 
    “That is so cheerful,” Stern said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    “Glad to help cheer you up. Ready to talk dungeon points?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Might as well see what we have.” 
 
      
 
    “For killing the monsters, you get thirty points. Clearing the dungeon netted you another ten points. There were no style points to be gained or traps to overcome again, so those two categories are worth zero on this run. Your crew has accrued a total of two hundred points. Since you are alone, again, those are yours to spend.” 
 
      
 
    “Two-forty,” Stern smiled. “Almost double my first run.” 
 
      
 
    “Close. What would you like to look at?” 
 
      
 
    “Soul shards that are less than a full?” 
 
      
 
    “All soul shards are full,” Ria said softly. 
 
      
 
    Exhaling deeply, Stern nodded. “Okay... anything that can make Pawly more of a badass?” 
 
      
 
    Ria grinned and the case started to populate with items. “It depends on if you want to build for the future or not. As you know, once a rune is on an item, it can’t be removed. The market for runed items is high because of that reason. Of course, items do wear down over time and break. Once they break, the rune is broken.” She paused to point at some pieces in the case. “As you can see, we have collars here. Each has a number of slots for runes. Equipping these onto a summoned creature will allow them to become imbued with the runes attached to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Limit it by what I can afford, please?” Stern asked. “Can we keep that set as the default for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’ve asked, yes. Okay, so with that restriction, there’s this one collar with a single rune slot available.” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred?” Stern mumbled. “That’s a bit pricey. I wish you could keep your points.” 
 
      
 
    “The Goddess has deemed that that would be abused by people, especially the Travelers when they arrive.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Dad used to talk about why it would be broken,” Stern sighed, “but even keeping them tied to a single dungeon would be so useful.” 
 
      
 
    “And just as broken,” Ria countered. “Look, if that was the case and you ran this dungeon twice more, you’d have at least another three hundred dungeon points. You’d be able to afford these, then.” The case filled with collars that had two rune slots and a handful of lesser runes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I understand, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “That is fair.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, the collar would be useful, but as you have shown me, I can get a better one later. With that in mind, it might be better to pick up a rune… damn, I can’t get two.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re just short,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so if I picked up one rune, that would leave me at a little over a hundred left. What can I get for that?” 
 
      
 
    Items began to rotate through the display, most of which he didn’t need— just various pieces of armor, weapons, and adventuring gear. 
 
      
 
    “Unimpressive,” Stern sighed. “Of course, I started off with more than most.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you did.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s narrow the search. What would interest me if I bought a rune already?” 
 
      
 
    Ria paused, then a single item appeared in the case. It was a rune, but it looked different than the ones Stern was used to. “This is a chance rune.” 
 
      
 
    Brow furrowed, Stern stared at it. “I’ve heard that before…” 
 
      
 
    “There is a chance it will work and a chance that it won’t,” Ria explained. 
 
      
 
    “That was it. Dad called them ‘proc runes.’ If they’re attached to a weapon, there’s a chance with each hit it will trigger the rune.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s what they do. Normally, they’d have a bigger effect since they don’t function all the time, but this one won’t because it’s offset by its reduced cost. You could, in fact, get the normal rune and two of these.” 
 
      
 
    Stern considered it for a moment. He knew that chance runes were considered garbage by most Walkers, as they were unreliable. When someone was putting their life on the line, an item that only worked on chance was nearly worthless when there were other things that could be guaranteed to work. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll eat up all of my points?” 
 
      
 
    “It would leave you with fifteen points.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what would I even care about for fifteen?” 
 
      
 
    Ria laughed and a single item appeared in the case. 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head. “I’ll take it and the runes, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Ria said, the items appearing on the counter. “I’ll see you again?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, though maybe with others next time.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs to you,” Ria said as she vanished. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Ria,” Stern said to the now-empty space. 
 
      
 
    He put the runes into his bag and picked up the other item off the counter. He looked back at the counter for a moment before stepping through the glowing doorway. 
 
      
 
    Exiting the dungeon, his fingers flexed through the pattern, and Pawly appeared beside him. He grinned at her, then dropped the item he’d carried out. 
 
      
 
    Pawly blinked, sniffed, and then pounced on the fish he’d dropped. 
 
      
 
    Kneeling in the tunnel, he waited for her to finish her snack. When she was done devouring the fish, he stroked her back. “I have a new improvement for you. Are you willing to try it out?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sat down, grooming her paw, and meowed at him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s see what happens,” Stern said as he twisted his hand through a strange motion. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and looked over her shoulder. Stern just sat there, staring at her back, as well. 
 
      
 
    Two furred appendages grew out of her shoulders. They were long and flexible, and each had a small, flat pad on the end. One came around to the front and Pawly sniffed at it. A second later, the pad had sharp claws extend out before retreating back inside. 
 
      
 
    “That’s different...” Stern murmured. 
 
      
 
    Pawly waggled both tentacles, as if getting a feel for them. Then, with no warning, they wrapped around Stern’s head. With a startled sound, he tried to jerk back, but the tentacles held him in place. They came away from him as quickly as they’d struck and he exhaled. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and waggled the tentacles again. She laid them flat along her body, blending them into her fur. Stern watched and could see Pawly inching them into her fur so they were even less noticeable. 
 
      
 
    “So, do you like them?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly moved over and headbutted his leg. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, one more thing to check. Ready?” When Pawly sat down, he increased her size. “Now how are they?” 
 
      
 
    The tentacles came out of her fur. They were thicker and the pads were broader. She brought one around to look at it, and the claws that came out of it this time were more numerous. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, those will do some damage,” Stern said, looking over the three-inch claws. They were more sharp-edged thorns than Pawly’s normal claws. “I don’t think Thick Skin would protect against those, but Iron Skin might.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly headbutted Stern in the chest with a chuff. 
 
      
 
    “Glad you like them, but I think they’ll be a dungeon or wilds addition,” Stern said, dancing his fingers and hand through the two separate motions together. When he finished, the tentacles were gone and Pawly was back to her normal size. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and started up the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Dinner awaits.” 
 
      
 
    The guards nodded to him when he came out of the dungeon. Johnson smiled broadly when he saw Pawly was okay. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s a good kitty? Hmm?” Johnson asked, leaning down to offer Pawly his hand. 
 
      
 
    Pawly walked right past him. Johnson straightened up as his friends laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Cat,” Stern grinned as he followed her. 
 
      
 
    Johnson shrugged. “Yeah, that’s a cat alright. Safe runs in the future, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Stern said, not slowing down as he followed Pawly. 
 
      
 
    It was getting toward late afternoon when Stern entered the inn. The man from the night before was behind the bar, for which Stern was grateful. A handful of people looked his way when he entered and his mood plummeted. The innkeeper stared at him with surprise. 
 
      
 
    Stern headed over to speak with him. “Is it possible to have my meal delivered to my room again tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Room? We rented you a room?” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s jaw set and he exhaled before replying, “Yes, and I paid your wife again this morning to keep it. I came in last night, dripping wet from the storm.” 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper’s emotional turmoil was settling down as Stern spoke. “Oh, you were the one who wanted a room while the bard was on stage?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’ve already paid,” the innkeeper shrugged. “When do you want your food?” 
 
      
 
    Stern was happy enough that the man was only irritated and not angry. “After sunset. I just got done with my run, so I’m going to take a bath, first.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding curtly, the innkeeper walked down the bar where another patron was calling for a refill. 
 
      
 
    “Drop stuff off, get clothes, and bathe,” Stern said, going for the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” the innkeeper called after him. “Is that cat with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly’s my companion,” Stern said, looking back at him. “She’s a summons, so there won’t be any mess from her.” 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper stared at him, then shook his head. “Fine, as long as there isn’t a mess.” 
 
      
 
    Stern pushed against the feelings of the room and went upstairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Tossing his room key onto the bar, he met the old woman’s glare. “Breakfast and tea, please.” 
 
      
 
    She snatched the key and turned away from him to yell into the kitchen. Stern went to the table closest to the door and took a seat. The anger in the old woman dug into him, but he did his best to ignore her. 
 
      
 
    “Your meal,” the same person who had served him yesterday said. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Stern replied tightly. 
 
      
 
    The food was good enough with the hunk of ham, scrambled eggs, and buttered bread. Stern did what he had the day before, carving off a piece of the ham to give to Pawly later. 
 
      
 
    Getting up after he’d finished, he walked out of the inn and, the moment he stepped outside, summoned Pawly. She appeared beside him, looking up and snagging the falling piece of ham like she’d expected it to be there. Her happiness made him feel better. 
 
      
 
    When she finished scarfing down the meat, he started walking. “We’ll see if the Walkers have any deliveries for Bloodstone and then be on our way. Three days of overland, but maybe no rain this time?” He glanced at the mostly clear sky. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the Walkers’ hall, the place was nearly empty. Two tables had a handful of people spread between them, all wearing good gear that spoke of their rank beyond this town. They all turned to look at Stern— some of them had been there the previous day and started speaking to their neighbors. 
 
      
 
    The same long-necked man sat behind the desk and gave Stern a nod. Stern returned the nod as he went over to the quest board. Again, the postings of quests ranged from near the top of the advancement chart all the way down to lead. 
 
      
 
    The quests he could take were nearly identical to the ones that had been in Darkstone. He accepted one that would have him deliver a satchel to Bloodstone, the paper vanishing as he did. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Stern said, moving over to the long-necked man, “I need the delivery for Bloodstone.” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded and reached into a black void of a drawer. “It is to be delivered unopened. I’m aware that you know, but we must tell everyone who takes a delivery.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Racing to tin?” the receptionist asked as he placed the satchel on the desk. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be the most likely place for me to find a crew, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Safe trip and safe runs to you, Walker Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Stern set his backpack down so he could settle the delivery bag on his shoulders correctly. He was just getting his backpack in place when someone laughed and his hackles went up. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, who brought the doggie treat into the building?” The voice was coarse and slow. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked toward the entrance to find a man holding a snarling dog by a chain. The dog was growling at Pawly, who had her fur up and had pressed her side into Stern’s leg. Stern reached down and stroked her back. “Ignore the dumb brute. We’re leaving, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    The man pulled the dog away from the door, laughing. “Easy, Brutus. All that fur means there’s no meat on it.” 
 
      
 
    Stern started walking for the door, his eyes locked on the dog. While the owner was only cruel, the dog was full of hatred and rage. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, control your animal,” the receptionist said flatly. “The rules of the hall will be observed.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll calm down once the treat is gone!” the man snapped at the receptionist. “It’s like someone dangling a steak in front of a starving man.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s hand moved, his fingers flexing at the same time. Pawly went from slinking beside him to striding proudly. Her twin-clawed tentacles rose up and waved in the direction of the dog. 
 
      
 
    “Holy fuck!” someone choked out. 
 
      
 
    The dog’s snarls cut off when he was suddenly faced with something far different than what’d been there just a moment before. The owner of the dog was just as startled, stepping farther back from Pawly and Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stern said, looking back at the receptionist. With that, he was out the door and he quickly dismissed Pawly’s upgrades. 
 
      
 
    Pawly huffed when she shrank back down. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need to scare the citizens,” Stern said calmly. “Good job shutting the dog up. He knew who was boss at the end.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed as she walked. 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled, but he could still feel the anger and hatred rolling off the man they’d left behind. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sitting down as the sun was setting, Stern exhaled. He was glad for the campsites along the road, as it made setting camp quicker and easier. He pulled out his provisions, opting for a cold camp— he didn’t want to bother digging the ashes out of the fire pit. Retreating into his tent to ward off the cold, he got settled in and summoned Pawly. The cat appeared beside him and meowed demandingly. 
 
      
 
    “I have some dried meat. It’s the best I can do tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly climbed onto his lap and snuggled in between his legs. She squirmed down and looked up at him expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? You want to be fed, your majesty?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and raised a paw as if in benediction. 
 
      
 
    “Getting a little demanding, aren’t you?” Stern chuckled as he bit off a piece of jerky and handed it to her. 
 
      
 
    With her jerky firmly in paw, Pawly shoved it into her mouth and tried to chew. She had had jerky before, but it wasn’t easy for her to eat. She technically didn’t need to eat, but it made Stern feel better and made her more real to him. 
 
      
 
    “Two more days of walking and I’ll be at Bloodstone. That dungeon will end my lead rank… we’ll have to find others to join up with.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly watched him as she chewed, clearly having trouble with the jerky. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, finding others who’ll run with me…?” Stern sighed. “That’d be nice, but realistically, it’ll be near impossible unless they’re desperate. I just look too much like the blighted.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled and rolled in his lap, clearly upset with her jerky. 
 
      
 
    His hand touched her side and began to soothe her as he continued speaking out loud, “Going to have to, though. There’s no other way forward, even with your upgrades... especially with your upgrades, since it means I’m still the same. The skills dad taught me will be useful, but they aren’t perks I can point to.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a bite of the jerky, Stern chewed in silence as he considered his options for when he advanced past Bloodstone to Whitewater. He never stopped petting Pawly as he thought, even when she quieted down after finishing her food. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want some cheese?” Stern asked her as he pulled out the small block of wax-covered cheese. Seeing Pawly’s eyes locked on the block, he chuckled and used his food knife to cut her a slice before giving himself a larger one. 
 
      
 
    Pawly ate happily and Stern smiled down at her. 
 
      
 
    “Guess there’s no reason to overthink it. I’ll have to cross that bridge when I get to it. There’s always the outside chance I’ll find someone to group with in Bloodstone.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned and settled in. 
 
      
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Stern agreed once he’d finished his cheese. 
 
      
 
    The sun had set and darkness surrounded the tent. Getting comfortable, he got Pawly to curl up underneath the blanket and on top of his chest, as that would help him stay even warmer. He was still thinking about what he was going to have to do when he finally fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was grateful that two days passed by without any rain. The sun was just past midday when he reached Bloodstone. The guards watched him closely as he approached, but when one spotted the badge on Stern’s leathers, he nudged the other and they settled back. 
 
      
 
    “Walker,” the one greeted him, “the hall is three squares ahead, and then one left.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there an inn there, too?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Right next door. That’s normal outside of Blackstone,” the second guard said. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll make it easy. The dungeon’s close by, then?” 
 
      
 
    “A square north of the hall,” the first guard said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The guards just nodded to him and Stern went walking into the city. 
 
      
 
    The city was in motion with people bustling about. The majority were indifferent, but a few who were close to Stern edged well away. The fear and anger rolled off them like a cloud. Stern kept his eyes forward and did his best to ignore the turmoil left in his wake. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the Walkers’ hall, he exhaled. Always nice to get another quest done, he thought as he entered the building. 
 
      
 
    Dozens of people were taking up tables and chatting with each other, but most of the conversations fell off when people saw him. The mood in the room shifted hard. He kept his face blank and made his way toward the reception desk. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking blighted!” a man snarled, jumping to his feet and getting in Stern’s way. 
 
      
 
    “Not. Blighted,” Stern said tightly. “You’re impeding me in completing a quest. Please move.” 
 
      
 
    The man stepped forward; he was a head shorter than Stern, but he was radiating menace. “Or what?” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked down and saw the steel badge on the man’s chest. “I’ll ask the receptionist to intervene. The rules state that Walkers will not interfere with another Walker’s quest.” 
 
      
 
    “He speaks the truth,” a man at a nearby table said. “Step aside.” 
 
      
 
    The man in front of Stern looked at the other man and his face paled. “Uh... sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at the speaker and saw a prismatic steel badge on the man’s chest. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve had a hard enough life, I’m sure,” the prismatic-ranked Walker said. “No one else will cause you trouble here. Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to face him fully. “My thanks, sir. I doubt I’ll be able to repay your kindness, but if I can, I’m Stern.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s lips twitched. “Stern? Hmm... I see. Call me Frank. Go get that quest done.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Stern replied, heading for the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Walker, I’m glad things settled down,” the young woman behind the desk said with a strained smile. “Forgive Jesup, if you can. His brother died to the blighted not even a year ago.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled. “I understand. If someone can convince him I’m not blighted, that would be helpful. I don’t want conflict. I’ll have enough in the dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Place the bag on my desk and I’ll pay you.” 
 
      
 
    Stern got his backpack off, then set the quest satchel on the desk. As he was getting his bag back on, he asked, “Add the reward to my recovery fee, please?” 
 
      
 
    She hesitated as she put the satchel into the drawer. “Two large copper isn’t a lot to add to that. Are you sure you want me to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have the coin for my room and board while I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Walker Stern. Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know if there are any crews that would be willing to take me in with them?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not here, but in Whitewater, there will be plenty of groups wanting to fill out,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Thank you, Miss…?” 
 
      
 
    “Veronica,” she replied. “If there’s anything else that we can do to help you, please let us know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Walker, a moment?” Frank asked as Stern went to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Stern said, stopping at the man’s table. He gave the other five people sitting there a nod in greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to push?” 
 
      
 
    “As high as I can, sir, but I’ll be looking to help people even more than that.” 
 
      
 
    Frank’s eyebrow rose. “A savior?” 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Squad, if I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Noble. I didn’t expect that, considering…” Frank looked at the crowd, which had many eyes focused on them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not about how they perceive me. It’s about being true to myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I like this one, Frank,” a female dwarf laughed before she sobered. “Stern, was it?” At his nod, she continued, “Just remember that you need to be careful. When you pull others out, you need downtime. I’ve seen good people overwork themselves and never come out.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t take up more of your time. I’m sure you need to find a room for the night,” Frank told him. “If you do make it up into the last few known ranks, you’ll be seeing us again. Don’t sprint, though. I know we call them runs, but you should take it slow and careful.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, sir. Thank you,” Stern said to the whole table, “all of you.” 
 
      
 
    They all nodded back to him. 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck on your run tomorrow,” Frank said. “You might actually get a group.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the crowd and snorted. “Maybe. If I do, I know who to thank.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly—there had been some looks and mutters when he’d gone to get a room the night before, but this morning, things felt different. The old man behind the bar had even tried to smile, though he still felt wary of Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern could only think that someone had mentioned him speaking with the advanced group the day before. It was the only thing that made sense to him. No one even commented on Pawly while she ate breakfast with him. 
 
      
 
    Pawly kept looking around, as well, feeling confused. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’re good to go,” Stern said when he finished off the last of his food. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed softly, looking past him. 
 
      
 
    “Can I… uhm… can I take your platter, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Stern was surprised to see a young girl beside the table. “Oh, yeah. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly jumped onto the table and flopped onto her side, presenting herself for petting to the young girl. She shoved the plate and cup aside, but not off the table. 
 
      
 
    A smile touched the girl’s face before it drained and she looked at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t touch her belly,” Stern said kindly. “Outside of her belly, she loves being petted.” 
 
      
 
    With a tentative hand, she reached out and gently stroked Pawly’s side. She almost snatched her hand back when Pawly purred, but then her smile grew and she began to pet Pawly in earnest. 
 
      
 
    “Lizbet, don’t bother the guests!” the man behind the counter said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “She’s fine,” Stern said calmly. “My cat is an attention monger and loves children who’ll pet her.” 
 
      
 
    Uncertainty rolled off the old man. “Be that as it may, sir, it sets a bad precedent.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t gainsay you,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Lizbet stepped back, still smiling. “Thank you for letting me pet her.” 
 
      
 
    “Not me. Her,” Stern said. “Pawly decides who gets to pet her. Cats are like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Pawly,” she smiled at the cat. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed before jumping off the table and heading for the door. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, it seems that her highness has deemed it time for us to go. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    Lizbet gathered up the plate and mug as she watched the cat leave. When she got near the bar, the old man, clearly her grandfather, gave her an earful. She nodded meekly— she understood that bad things could have happened, but she thought about the sad-looking man and his friendly cat and didn’t think she’d been wrong. 
 
      
 
    Pawly paused a few feet outside of the inn and looked back at him expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “Dungeon time,” Stern said. “Maybe we’ll find a group today.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, bumping his leg when he came to stand beside her. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” he said, leading the way to the academy and around to where the dungeon would be. 
 
      
 
    Much like Brightstone, Bloodstone had an awning up to provide shelter from weather and sun. Guards stood around a well shaft while a few dozen groups hung about, clearly discussing strategy. The oddity was the old woman sitting off to one side, crying. 
 
      
 
    The old woman’s grief was like a wave trying to pull Stern into its tide. Swallowing as he tried to push the emotions away, he still found himself going over to her. Stern came to a stop two feet from her and exhaled slowly. 
 
      
 
    Looking up through teary eyes, the old woman sniffled. “Walker, won’t you help me?” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the other groups, who were clearly avoiding looking in their direction. Turning back to the old woman, he squatted down. “What’s the matter, Grandmother?” 
 
      
 
    “My granddaughter… she never came out yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt a pang of sadness in his own soul. “You’re trying to get Walkers to reclaim her shards?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t pay what they ask. I only have a few large coppers.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head. “That’s far from what most ask to retrieve shards.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, the old woman’s sorrow climbed. “I know... but… but it’s all I have. My Cyra…” She trailed off as more tears spilled from her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “A single run with a full group might be enough to do it, but other than that, it would take multiple runs. That’s why they charge so much, Grandmother. We can only run any dungeon three times before we’re locked out of it.” 
 
      
 
    Falling into her grief, she crumpled farther into herself. Stern struggled to hold himself above her emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Failing in the easiest dungeon is a sign of weakness,” a rough voice said coldly. “The Goddess set these tests to weed out those who are unworthy of advancing in life.” 
 
      
 
    Rage flushed over the area as the old woman changed from sorrow to anger. Her face contorted as she spat out at the man, “What of you? You went in with her! You came out unharmed, but she didn’t come out at all!” 
 
      
 
    The man spat at the old woman’s feet. “Trash should know its place, beggar. She was as worthless as your son was.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking, the old woman started to rise, but Stern put a hand on her shoulder. “Stop. The guards are here, and they’ll arrest you if you strike him. Don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen to him,” the man snorted. “Otherwise, you might end up even worse off than your granddaughter. Come on, we have a dungeon to clear.” 
 
      
 
    Stern rose to his feet and turned to see the group of five well-equipped young men walking away. “Walker,” he said as if it burned him to say it. 
 
      
 
    The five men looked back at him. “What?” the leader sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Did the girl go in with all five of you and fail to come out?” Stern asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    “We warned her that she might die,” the leader smirked. “She refused to listen to us and... well, the monsters can be unkind to the unwary.” 
 
      
 
    “You failed a member of your crew,” Stern said loud enough that the entire area could hear him. All the others who’d been ignoring the commotion looked over at them. “Six of you went into one of the lowest three dungeons, yet five of you come out unharmed while the sixth doesn’t? Where are her shards, Walkers? The five of you should’ve been able to bring her back out.” 
 
      
 
    “And give up our hard-won rewards for a waif who should have known better?” the leader scoffed. “We warned her about the risks and she begged, begged us to let her come. We did the best we could, but dungeons are dangerous places. If she’d only listened, she would have come out alive.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled, her fur standing on end as she stalked up to stand beside Stern. 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t believe you,” Stern said gravely. “Neither do I.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care!” the man spat. “We did what we could, she failed, we came out. Period.” 
 
      
 
    “You left a fellow Walker, a member of your crew, fractured. Do you think that it won’t matter? Look behind you. Look at the faces of the others. Leaving a member behind is an affront to what Walkers do. When you fight with a crew, you do the best you can and do your damnedest to bring them back out.” 
 
      
 
    Looking at the other people present, the sneering man’s face contorted. “What are you looking at? You’d listen to the words of a blighted? To the deranged ramblings of a beggar? I’m the mayor’s son! You should all know better.” 
 
      
 
    The majority of the crowd looked away quickly, but a handful of others, clearly not from the city, continued to mutter. 
 
      
 
    With a snort of disgust, the man led his entourage to the guards. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the people who hadn’t looked away. “Who will help pull her back out? I’m going to bring a shard back with me, but I’m alone.” 
 
      
 
    The other groups all looked away from him. 
 
      
 
    “None of you deserve to be saved,” Stern snorted as he turned back to the woman. Kneeling, he met her eyes. “I’ll pull her out, even if I have to go in all three times. Just give me some time. Where can I find you when I’ve finished?” 
 
      
 
    “Here,” she sniffled. “I’ll wait for you here. Thank you...” She kept repeating “thank you” as Stern stood up. 
 
      
 
    He made it a few steps away before someone coughed to get his attention. “Uh... we’ve talked and we’ll pull two shards out, but we think that’ll be all we can do.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the speaker. A woman with wolf ears stood in front of three others— a male dwarf, a male elf, and a second wolf lykian. “When you do, wait here for me. I’ll pay you for doing it since she can’t.” 
 
      
 
    All four of them looked shocked, but the leader smiled. “We were going to do without the pay, but we won’t turn down your offer.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe run,” Stern said. “Her name was Cyra, so you know which shards to collect.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe run,” they replied. 
 
      
 
    None of the others still waiting looked his way, and Stern snorted. He walked over to the guards, who eyed him warily. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, Skippy really is the mayor’s son,” the captain on duty said. “You’ve bitten off more than you know.” 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled darkly. “Have I?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the captain said grimly. “Even if he doesn’t do anything, his father is going to be pissed that someone called his son out like you did.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” Stern shrugged. “He can’t stop me from running the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    The guards looked uneasy and the captain shook his head. “We tried to warn you.” 
 
      
 
    Stern met the man’s eyes and the captain shivered. “Captain, the mayor of this town doesn’t matter to me. The mayor’s son doesn’t matter to me. The only thing that matters right at this moment is rescuing the soul of a Walker who was left dead inside a dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    The guards stepped away from the sides of the well. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked over the edge. Seeing the ladder heading down, he whistled. Pawly came rushing over and sprang onto his back. Once she was in place, he descended down the ladder. Reaching the bottom, he found a surprisingly large room with one wall holding the white swirl of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out a soft yowl and bumped into his leg. Stern grinned at her and used both his perks to increase her size and give her tentacles. 
 
      
 
    “Time to do what we always said we were going to do, and shut that fucker up. When she gets restored, she’ll be able to tell people what really happened. I wonder if he thought about that?” Without saying more, Stern stepped into the mist. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The cave was without stalagmites and stalactites, but still had a natural quality to it. Patches of glowmoss gave a dim light to the room, and Stern sent a silent thank you to his mother. Pawly chuffed once and nudged his leg. Stern patted her back, squatting to look at the opening out of the room with her. 
 
      
 
    “Same as before— nice and slow until we see what we’re dealing with. This is the third dungeon, so it will be harder. They scale up, depending on how many marks you have. If we do this slowly and carefully, we should be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed again and stalked forward. She kept her body as low to the ground as she could, her tentacles flat against her back. Watching her go, he followed her, staying crouched as he went. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel was smoother than the first dungeon, limiting the chance of something coming out of the walls unexpectedly. Stern made sure to check the ceiling as they progressed. 
 
      
 
    People always forget to look up, his father’s voice said in his mind. Do you have any idea how frustrating it is to have something land on your head? No, and you don’t want to, either, since it’ll normally be trying to eat your face at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Not seeing anything, he followed Pawly with the quietest stride he could maintain while crouching to be as small a target as possible. The tunnel came to an end at another archway, leading into a room. Pausing, he saw something he hadn’t expected to see until he was at a higher rank— slimes. 
 
      
 
    Two pale white slimes slowly moved around the room, seemingly at random. He watched them for a few minutes, but he couldn’t see a pattern to their movements. Pawly looked at him, waiting for his advice. 
 
      
 
    Leaning in closer, he whispered, “They’re supposedly blind, but they can detect vibrations. Getting close will be nearly impossible. Their bodies are fluid… you can see the black orb floating in them. Their core needs to be removed or cracked, but you have to be careful. Their liquidy innards are mildly acidic— when you cut them, you’ll get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly almost growled, but stopped herself. Tentacles rose off her back and she waggled them. 
 
      
 
    “Those are part of you, so it’ll still hurt. When the fight is over, I’ll dismiss and resummon you, but you’ll be hurt during every fight.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sat down and stared at the slimes before crouching and wiggling her butt. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, okay?” Stern asked as he drew his daggers, wishing he had a longer weapon. He was about to go when he settled back, thinking. 
 
      
 
    Pawly glanced at him and she stopped her wiggle. 
 
      
 
    Stern held out one of his daggers, then mimed an underhanded toss. 
 
      
 
    Pawly nodded and went back to her pre-pounce wiggle. 
 
      
 
    He tossed the dagger in his right hand into the middle of the room and got ready to throw his second. The moment the dagger clattered on the floor, both slimes rushed for it. Stern had to check his throw, as he wasn’t ready for how fast the slimes suddenly were. 
 
      
 
    Pawly went streaking into the room. Just before she reached the slimes, which had covered the dagger, they both created pseudopods and slapped at her. She leapt over them, her tentacles swiping down. With a yowl of pain, she kept going after she landed. 
 
      
 
    Both slimes had gouges torn in them and were leaking, but the drainage was quickly slowing as they turned to follow her. With a hard throw, Stern watched his dagger cut through the air and strike one of the slimes. For a second, he thought he’d missed its core, but then it splashed to the ground with no cohesion. 
 
      
 
    The second slime lashed a pseudopod backward when the second dagger hit the ground, but it was still chasing Pawly. It reached the far side of the room, angling to follow the running cat. 
 
      
 
    Stern whispered, “Go home.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly became insubstantial and faded away. The slime lunged at where she’d last been, leaving her eyes and teeth briefly inside the slime, making Stern shudder in horror. The slime hesitated, feeling around as if looking for something. 
 
      
 
    With a deep, slow breath, Stern resummoned Pawly to his side. Appearing beside him, Pawly growled before she cut it off. 
 
      
 
    The slime quivered and started to slowly come their way. 
 
      
 
    Stern increased her size and gave her tentacles again before motioning her to walk in and away from the slime. Pawly ducked her head and did as he asked. As she entered the room, she yowled. The slime rushed toward them and Pawly backed away, letting out another yowl. 
 
      
 
    As the slime crossed in front of the door, Stern stabbed with his third dagger. The core rocked away from the point of the dagger and the slime lashed out at Stern, but he ripped the dagger free. As the blade came out, tearing a large gash in the mob, the core flowed out. The moment the core was outside the membrane, the creature splashed into a puddle. 
 
      
 
    Stern backed quickly up to avoid it hitting him. He looked at Pawly, who was staring at him. “One room down... more to go,” he said. “Need to gather and clean my weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and walked away from the slowly spreading puddle. 
 
      
 
    In the next room, Pawly didn’t wait for him— she rushed in, yowling loudly. Both slimes darted for her, and Stern cursed as he threw the dagger from his left hand. It hit, but failed to find the core, though it did slow the slime down. Pawly launched herself at the other and used her tentacles to rip it wide open. With a louder yowl of pain, she spun and attacked the second mob. 
 
      
 
    Stern quickly dismissed her as the second slime oozed over the ground. He had her resummoned a moment later and stared at her in anger. Pawly stared back at him as he seethed. Before he could form the words, she headbutted his leg, and his anger subsided as he felt her emotions. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing hard, he picked her up and held her to his chest, sitting back against the wall. Pawly purred loudly and snuggled against him. Minutes passed as he held his friend close. 
 
      
 
    “I hate that, but you’re right...” Stern said eventually. 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and pushed her head into his chin. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, furball,” Stern whispered. “It’s going to hurt me every time you get injured.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and slammed her head into his chin again. 
 
      
 
    “And you would feel worse if it was me,” Stern said. “I get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Grouping with others is going to be even harder. They’ll want to use you in ways that’ll get you killed.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly put a large paw over his mouth and meowed softly. 
 
      
 
    Snorting, he breathed out against her toebeans, making her snatch her paw away. “You are too damned smart. Smartest cat in the world.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly preened at his praise. 
 
      
 
    “Deadliest cat, too,” he added, chuckling as she preened further. 
 
      
 
    “Best cat,” he finished. Pawly chuffed, headbutting his chin one more time. 
 
      
 
    He sat there petting her for a few more minutes before she wiggled in his arms and he let her go. 
 
      
 
    “Right. We have a quest, even if it isn’t really a quest. We’ll do it your way.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and headed toward the next archway. 
 
      
 
    Rooms came and went and Stern felt his heart clench every time Pawly yowled in pain. She killed all the slimes by herself— his only contribution was throwing daggers. They eventually found the boss room and hunkered down outside to plan. 
 
      
 
    The room was larger than the others, and there were six slimes wandering around it. The slimes here were more opaque than the previous ones and, when they got close to one another, they would quiver and turn away. 
 
      
 
    Touching Pawly’s neck, Stern crept away from the room. When they were down the hall, he spoke quietly, “I think they’re going to combine. Dad said slimes could do that. When they combine, they can do more things... create more pseudopods, spit acid… it depends on the type of slime. These must be basic slimes, as the ones he talked about had affinities for elements or metal.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly watched him intently. 
 
      
 
    “We need to kill as many of them as we can before they combine. If all six do… it’ll be bad. That means I have to go in, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I understand, but the acid is weak. It stings like hell, but doesn’t make my flesh melt off. It should only scuff the leather a bit, so it’ll be just my hands and head to worry about. I still have salve, so I’ll be fine with small injuries. We need to make sure that no more than three of them combine.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly was still growling softly, but her emotions were controlled. 
 
      
 
    “You go in and to the left, and I’ll go right. I think the slimes will try to merge before they come for us... at least, I hope so. I could be wrong and they’ll just mob us. Six could easily overwhelm you or me. If we do it right, it’ll be three at the most still alive after our first attack. You’ll be in a lot of pain, but once they all die, I’ll send you to heal as quickly as I can.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “Once we kill the ones we’re going for, we’ll have to adapt to what happens, whether they’re combined or separate. ‘Contact with the enemy,’ like Dad says.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly headbutted his knee. 
 
      
 
    He rubbed her head for a moment. “This is it. Kill them and I’ll collect my perk and the shards. I’ll summon you once I’m out of the shaft. Dinner will be a feast to celebrate a soul reborn.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly turned toward the boss room, then looked back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it,” Stern said, drawing two daggers. 
 
      
 
    At the entrance, Pawly crouched and wiggled. Stern slid around the corner and stayed as close to the wall as he could. The longer he had to get into position, the better it would be. Pawly, seeing him, copied his idea. She slinked carefully, her tentacles up and poised to strike. 
 
      
 
    Stern settled down in his chosen spot and waited— three slimes were heading to the middle of the room, and he wanted them split apart before he attacked. Pawly was crouched and waiting, watching him for the signal. 
 
      
 
    When the trio of slimes turned away from each other, he looked at the one heading for him and the two closer to Pawly. This is probably the best it will be, he thought, readying his throw. He was aiming past the slime he was going to lunge for, hoping he’d get a second. Seeing his arm go back, Pawly began to wiggle, ready to pounce. 
 
      
 
    Arm snapping forward, Stern rushed a second later, drawing his last dagger as he went. Pawly leapt when the dagger left Stern’s hand, her two tentacles lashing out to strike the slime closest to her. 
 
      
 
    The dagger flying past it had the slime go from wandering aimlessly to charging for the middle of the room. All the slimes moved at the same time, turning for the center. The dagger hit its target hard enough to punch into the amorphous blob and send a gush of liquid out of it. The core poured out, having been cracked by the dagger’s blade. 
 
      
 
    Pawly tore into her target with a yowl of pain— its shredded exterior was unable to keep it stable enough for the core to stay inside. She spun to her second target, but it was rushing for the middle of the room. With a hunting yowl, she lunged after it. 
 
      
 
    Stern was unprepared when the slime he’d been going for rushed away from him at speed. He grimaced and stretched his legs out to close the distance. Instead of trying to bend to cut it as he’d been intending, he planted his leading foot and kicked. He caught the slime on the upswing, sending the blob flying. A pseudopod shot out, trying to find purchase, but there was nothing near it. 
 
      
 
    Two other slimes in the room suddenly surged into each other, becoming a larger slime with two cores spinning around each other inside of it. It turned to Stern and three pseudopods lashed out at him— they were longer, thicker, and glistening with acidic secretions. 
 
      
 
    Jumping aside, he slashed down at the closest tentacle. His blade cut through it cleanly, but the piece he’d hacked off became fluid, splashing against his hand. Screaming in pain, he barely held onto his dagger as his hand tingled, turning red. Its acid was far stronger now. 
 
      
 
    Pawly slammed down behind the second mob she was going after, her tentacles carving through it as it tried to reach the bigger slime. It burst like a balloon, and she looked up just in time to leap aside as the slime Stern had kicked slammed into the ground close to where she’d been. The impact splashed the now dead slime out over a few feet. 
 
      
 
    When she saw Stern trying to get distance from the big slime, his hand pulled back protectively to his chest, Pawly roared. She rushed it with her teeth bared and her claws out, no longer feeling the sting of the acid. 
 
      
 
    Stern was surprised by the strength behind her roar, his eyes widening as he watched her rush the boss. He stumbled, but the tentacles didn’t hit him— they were already withdrawing and new ones were extending out toward Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Stern shouted as he regained his footing. He threw the dagger from his wounded hand and ran for the slime. 
 
      
 
    The third tentacle, which was shorter than the other two, slapped the blade aside, losing another few inches in doing so. The longer two tentacles lashed down at Pawly only to meet hers. Her clawed tentacles raked through the pseudopods, breaking them and covering her in acid. Her yowl of pain tore at Stern, but Pawly didn’t stop— she lunged the last few feet, her overly large paws leading her forward. 
 
      
 
    Stern knew he wouldn’t make it in time— he watched in horror as Pawly slammed into the slime, her claws ripping it open. Her yowl was cut off as a stream of acid hit her face on. Stern didn’t think when he threw himself forward, ready to rip the cores out of the mob with his bare hands if he needed to. His dagger slashed down as the slime deflated. He stared into its liquid body and saw Pawly fully engulfed, her teeth crunching on the cores. 
 
      
 
    “Go home!” Stern yelled the words, jerking his hand sideways out of fear of hitting Pawly. He stumbled, tripping over the dying slime and going head over heels rolling across the room. 
 
      
 
    When he could get his orientation again, he saw the glowing orb waiting in the middle of the room. Hand aching from the burn, he ignored it and summoned Pawly in a panic. Pawly appeared next to him and lunged into his chest. She was purring as she slammed into him, knocking him onto his back. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed her and hugged her to him, his hand throbbing. “Reckless... stupid... idiot!” he choked out. 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred loudly and licked his face. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt the wetness of his tears streaking his face and knew he was being stupid, but he couldn’t help it. She’d come back from death before— she couldn’t die if he was alive, and he knew that she’d merely be sent back to wherever she waited, but her pain cut him like a knife to his soul. Her determination and rage over him being injured had reverberated in him, but the pain she’d endured is what he felt the most. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea how long he lay there holding his best friend, but eventually, she stopped grooming him and huffed into his face. Sniffing, he let her go and wiped at his tear-streaked, tongue-cleaned face. “Sorry...” 
 
      
 
    A chuff and headbutt to his chin were her reply. 
 
      
 
    “Others will never understand us...” he said softly. “They’ll only see you as a summons, not as my friend.” 
 
      
 
    She chuffed and headbutted his chin again. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know you’ll do anything for me, but that doesn’t mean I want you to get hurt or die. I need something I can call my own so that I can be useful in other ways besides letting them use you.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred, getting off of him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… I need to go collect the perk and shards,” Stern said as he sat up. 
 
      
 
    Pawly was sitting under the orb, just staring at it. She turned back to face him and waved a paw. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled weakly. “Okay, I get it. We can’t have dinner without finishing the dungeon. I’ll call you back when I’m out. Go home.” 
 
      
 
    She faded away, leaving Stern alone. The room felt emptier and he shivered at the idea of being without his friend. Shaking himself, he rose to his feet. He had things to do so he could summon her back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Ria gave him a tentative smile. “I’m glad you made it. You might wish to salve your hand.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking, he looked down at his stinging hand. The red skin and small blisters dotting the entire back of it made it look diseased. “Oh, right,” Stern said before he pulled out his tin of salve and covered the injury. Flexing his hand slightly, he sighed as the medicine began to work. “That feels better.” 
 
      
 
    “Had a hard time?” 
 
      
 
    “‘Slimes are never fun,’” Stern said, quoting his father with a harsh tone. 
 
      
 
    “Did your friend get badly injured?” Ria asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    The memory of Pawly being engulfed inside the big slime came back to him, causing him to wince. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You unsummoned her right away, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, but she was still…” Stern trailed off, not wanting to think or talk about it. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize. Would you like to see your perks now?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to spend my points first,” Stern said. “I want to pick up some soul shards.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the remainder of Cyra Walot’s shards?” 
 
      
 
    “How many pieces are left?” 
 
      
 
    “Another Walker group spent most of their points picking up two of the four pieces not long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I get the remainder?” 
 
      
 
    “It would only leave you with five points,” Ria said. “The breakdown—” 
 
      
 
    “Skip the breakdown. I’ll take the shards.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s lips curled up at the corners and she nodded. Two softly glowing gems appeared on the counter. Stern looked down at them and saw how they would form half of a heart if placed beside each other. With reverence, he picked them up and placed them into his pouch. 
 
      
 
    “You’re doing a good thing,” Ria said softly. 
 
      
 
    “This is what all Walkers should do,” Stern replied, “especially down at these ranks. This was her first dungeon, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “You know the answer to that.” 
 
      
 
    “It had to have been. Her shards would cost more points, otherwise. It’s always four shards, but the cost varies based on how advanced they were... I was prepared to run through the dungeon all three times and pay for another team to get the fourth shard if it had been needed.” 
 
      
 
    Ria stayed silent, watching him. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Stern sighed. “Perks?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ria replied. Three sheets of paper appeared as her hand passed over the counter. “Here you are.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took a slow deep breath and picked up the first page. Thick Skin; good for ignoring the barbs of life. Your physical skin will become thicker, letting you brush off the least of troubles. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t expect to see this again, much less in the lowest ranking,” Stern said. “It’s a valuable perk. Doesn’t help against acid, though, does it?” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Ria agreed, “and no, it doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
    He set down the page and picked up the second. Acid Resistance; water that burns? What the heck? You will be able to ignore minor acid and resist potent acid. 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense, considering the slimes,” Stern said grimly, “but this would affect just me, and Pawly’s the one who needs it most.” 
 
      
 
    Ria stayed quiet as he set down the paper. 
 
      
 
    “And last we have...” Stern said as he picked up the third page. Improved Companion 3; best friends never stop giving. An additional improvement to your companion. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
      
 
    “Which can, again, be anything,” Stern sighed, setting it down. 
 
      
 
    “Perks are never easy to pick,” Ria said softly, her hand resting near the second page. 
 
      
 
    “Take it,” Stern said, nudging it closer to her. “It’s the one I’m definitely not taking right now.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s hand passed over the paper and it vanished. She brought the other two together in front of him. “You’ve had this choice once already.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled as he looked at the two perks. “In for a penny, in for a pound.” 
 
      
 
    Ria tilted her head. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Something my father says,” Stern coughed. “If you start something, you should finish it.” 
 
      
 
    His hand landed on the third page and he willed it to be his. The page burst into golden light, and Stern inhaled sharply as it flooded into him. Grabbing the counter as he felt his entire soul being altered, he shook for a few moments until it was done. When the moment passed, Ria was gone. Alone in the shop, Stern exhaled and wondered what Pawly would get as an upgrade now. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the shop, he was in the room at the bottom of the well shaft. The sun was bright from above, and he figured it was the afternoon, at least. He stepped over to the side and summoned Pawly to him. 
 
      
 
    Pawly appeared, looking around curiously. 
 
      
 
    “My new perk is another improvement for you,” Stern said, crouching down. “Going to do just the new one so we can see what it is, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Chuffing, she headbutted his knee. 
 
      
 
    The fingers of his right hand twisted through an arcane symbol. Pawly shimmered when he finished and was suddenly a foot to his left. He stared at her, but when he blinked, she wasn’t there anymore— she was now six inches to the right of where she’d been. 
 
      
 
    “That is… wow,” Stern grinned. 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked at herself, then at the cats that were appearing and disappearing around her, and meowed in confusion. The copy of her also opened its mouth, but no sound came from it. Pawly raised her right paw, and the copy did, too. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, that didn’t come from where I see you,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly headbutted his chest and Stern’s mouth fell open as he saw her eight inches to his right, then seven to his left. Closing his eyes, he reached out and found her directly in front of him. He petted her and opened his eyes— she was still directly in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and backed away. A few seconds later, she was suddenly a foot to his right. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, if I touch you, does it stop the effect?” Stern held his hand out. “Pawly, stand under my hand, please, then make a sound?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly shifted and chuffed. 
 
      
 
    Stern lowered his hand to her head and scratched her neck. The moment he did, the false Pawly vanished and she appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Wow. That’ll be interesting against some of what we’ll be fighting. Not the slimes or other things that are blind, but anything that uses sight is going to have a bitch of a time. Let’s see if it stacks with your other abilities. It should, but we should always verify.” 
 
      
 
    His left hand and fingers wove through the patterns, and Pawly was suddenly larger with twin tentacles. The duplicate matched her perfectly, making Stern grin. 
 
      
 
    “Man, the reach on those tentacles is going to be even better now,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and rushed him, crashing into him and knocking him onto his back. He laughed harder as she began grooming his hair. After a minute, he reversed the improvements and she was directly on top of him, no longer large or tentacled. Sitting up, he gave her a squeeze and let her go. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’ve got to get the shards to the temple. Call you back for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, jumping off him and sitting down to wave a paw at him. 
 
      
 
    “Go home. See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    He watched as Pawly faded away. With a sigh, he got to his feet, dusted himself off, and went to the ladder to climb up. He was glad the ladder extended above the lip of the well, as it made getting out easier. 
 
      
 
    The guards gave him wary looks, but stepped aside. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the leader of the group he’d spoken to before going in, Stern smiled. “Afternoon. How did the run go?” 
 
      
 
    “We completed it,” she said tiredly. “We picked up two of the shards.” 
 
      
 
    Stern reached over to the left side of his belt and pulled out a coin from the slot on the back. “Will a large silver be enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    Blinking, her wolf ears twitched. She stared at the coin for a moment before looking at his face. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Rescuing souls is the right thing to do,” Stern said softly. “I take it you agree?” 
 
      
 
    Fumbling at her pouch, the lykian rushed to pull Cyra’s shards out. “Yes. Yes, that’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” Stern said with a grin. “I’m not going to change my mind.” 
 
      
 
    With the shards in her hand, she held them out to him. “Here you go, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took one, dropped the coin into her empty hand, and then took the second. “And there you go. I hope you all stay safe and find joy in your runs.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait to tell them,” the wolf-eared woman grinned. “Umm, I’m Sarah. Sarah Kalma. My crew is Sharp Ears.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern, no crew,” he replied. “Enjoy the night, but spend it wisely.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah raced away, clutching the large silver coin tightly. 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to find the old woman heading his way with hope in her eyes. “Grandmother,” he greeted her with a smile. “We should go to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes began to sparkle and then tears fell. “You… you did it?” 
 
      
 
    “I have all four shards. We just need to take her to be reborn.” 
 
      
 
    Hobbling the last few feet to him, she hugged him, crying into his chest. “Bless you, bless you! May the Goddess shower you with praise!” 
 
      
 
    He let her hold him and cry for a moment before he patted her back. “Come on. The sooner we go, the sooner Cyra will be returned to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she sniffled, releasing him and hobbling away. 
 
      
 
    Stern fell into step beside her, a smile on his lips as her happiness radiated off her. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reaching the temple, Stern followed the older woman inside. The interior was identical to all the other temples he’d ever been in, but he frowned, as the temple was busier than he’d expected it to be. All but two of the slabs had people on them, and five of the acolytes were moving from person to person. 
 
      
 
    One of the acolytes came to them with a worried expression. “Greetings. How can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We have shards to be restored,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Seeing his face, the acolyte stepped back before exhaling. “Apologies. Shards? From the dungeon here?” 
 
      
 
    “My granddaughter,” the old woman explained. “He pulled her out.” 
 
      
 
    The acolyte blinked, then looked back at Stern with new respect. “Do you have them with you?” 
 
      
 
    “In my pouch,” Stern said. “Do you want them, Sister?” 
 
      
 
    “Please. It will take us a day to bring her back,” the acolyte said. “We’ll start as soon as I can get one of the others to assist me.” 
 
      
 
    Stern handed the acolyte the shards. “Here you go.” Turning to the old woman, he smiled softly. “She’ll be back with you soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she sniffled. “Here are the coppers I promised.” She started to dig into a worn pouch. 
 
      
 
    Stern stepped back toward the door. “Keep them. Celebrate her return. May the Goddess bless you both.” Without waiting to hear a reply, he stepped outside and walked quickly away. 
 
      
 
    As he put distance between himself and the temple, he exhaled— the pain he’d felt inside the building had been hard to ignore. Hunching as he walked, he did his best to ignore the stares, thinking about cleaning up at the inn before having dinner with his friend. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I’ll check in on Cyra tomorrow before leaving? I should see what she has to say about Skippy. It’s not really my place to interfere, but that asshole needs to learn a hard lesson... 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The temple won’t be done restoring Cyra until midday at the earliest, Stern thought as he walked downstairs. I’ll put off leaving until tomorrow, then. It’ll take me a week to reach Whitewater, meaning following the river upstream... It’ll have nice scenery, at least. 
 
      
 
    “The pup is here,” a gruff voice said. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s head whipped up and he found Gustav and his crew sitting at a table, having breakfast. “Morning,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, indeed,” Melia, the dark-skinned angelic woman, smiled. “When we got in last night, it was said that a lone Walker had gone into the dungeon to retrieve shards.” 
 
      
 
    “More than that,” Stella, the elf, added, “he paid another crew handsomely to pull out the parts he couldn’t get during his run.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, he takes the old woman waiting for him and delivers the shards directly to the temple himself,” Jaq, the shark-blooded lykian, grinned, revealing all of his triangular teeth. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been interesting to hear,” Gustav added. “I’m betting there’s a story there.” 
 
      
 
    Stern paused, feeling friendship, comradery, and happiness from the table. He looked down at Pawly before continuing his way off the last few stairs. “Not much of a story, to be honest.” 
 
      
 
    “You say that, but I think there is,” a feminine voice said from behind him. “I’d like to hear it, please, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Stern went still. He glanced back and saw the bard from Brightstone. He’d been so focused on the crew that he’d missed her coming up behind him. “I… guess. Let me grab some breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Join us,” Jaq said, motioning at the food-laden table. “Since Suzana’s convinced you, we’ll pay in food.” 
 
      
 
    “She convinces most people,” Melia grinned, giving the bard a wink. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my calling,” the infernal woman laughed lightly. Taking Stern’s arm gently, she led him to the table. “My voice is my third best feature.” 
 
      
 
    Gustav huffed. “Not this again.” 
 
      
 
    “Just because you’ve never had my first or second best is no reason to be sour, Gustav,” Suzana laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You only like women,” Jaq laughed. “Otherwise, I would’ve tried to find out what those are.” 
 
      
 
    “I only share them with the most special of women, at that,” Suzana grinned. 
 
      
 
    Melia’s dark skin mostly hid her blush, but it became noticeable when Suzana took the seat beside her and kissed her cheek. “How’s my guardian angel this morning? You snuck out of the room before I woke up.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took the last remaining empty seat and let the emotions of the table soak into him— it was refreshing compared to what he normally dealt with. His relief was short-lived when he became aware of all of them watching him. “Oh, right. The story.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed next to him, wondering where she was supposed to sit because there were no empty chairs. 
 
      
 
    Stern lifted the heavy cat into his lap. “Sorry, Pawly, you’ll have to share with me today.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been curious,” Stella asked, “is she a summons?” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly is my oldest friend,” Stern said softly. “Let me introduce you. Pawly, these are Gustav, Stella, Jaq, Melia, and Suzana. Pawly is a summons. She’s been with me since I was a child.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re an irregular, then,” Stella nodded. “I was fairly certain you were.” 
 
      
 
    Stern kept the grimace off his face at being called irregular— it was only slightly better to him than blighted. “I’ve been called that before.” 
 
      
 
    “This is taking us from the story,” Gustav grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “He’s right,” Jaq said around a mouthful of food. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a story all by itself,” Suzana sighed, “but fine. Stern, please tell us about the run yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not much of a story,” Stern said. He pulled some meat over and left it for Pawly to eat. “A woman was asking for help retrieving her granddaughter’s shards. I heard her request and decided to go in after them. Another team offered to help and, when I met with them afterward, I paid them for the shards they’d collected.” 
 
      
 
    Suzana laughed lightly. “And that’s it?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly. “I might have had a small verbal altercation with another Walker before going into the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Over what?” Melia asked, clearly curious. 
 
      
 
    “The fact they left her in the dungeon,” Stern said, his voice going hard. Clearing his throat, he looked at the table. Pawly was eagerly eating the food provided to her. “It was the crew she’d gone in with. Five of them, all in really nice gear, none of which looked more than scuffed.” 
 
      
 
    “She went in with a full crew and they didn’t collect her shards themselves?” Gustav asked, his voice dark. 
 
      
 
    “From what the guard said, the leader of the crew is the mayor’s son,” Stern continued, looking up to meet the dwarf’s angry eyes. “I doubt he’ll be happy when Cyra breathes again. She’ll know what happened in the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “She will,” Stella said. “I still recall my own death.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone at the table flinched slightly as guilt and sadness passed through them. Stern inhaled slowly and pushed away those emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Leaving one of your own and not trying to get them back or offering to pay others to get them back?” Melia asked, her wings rustling. “I dislike this mayor’s son and I don’t even know his name.” 
 
      
 
    “Skippy,” Stern snorted. “It’s all I know.” 
 
      
 
    “The other group, the one that was talking about you paying them so well,” Stella brought up, pushing on with the story. “Did you approach them?” 
 
      
 
    “No. The leader of the Sharp Ears crew approached me and said they’d help. I was happy that someone was willing to do the right thing, so I told them I would pay. When I met her afterward, I gave her what I thought was fair payment.” 
 
      
 
    “A bit of an overpayment, but it caught the attention of others,” Suzana smiled. “A very powerful crew who is relaxing here in town didn’t seem surprised by what they’d heard, though.” 
 
      
 
    Stern thought of the crew with the prismatic steel badges. “I guess they wouldn’t have been.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the run itself?” Gustav asked before pushing a plate loaded with food toward Stern. “And eat some.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave the dwarf a thankful nod. “I will, but I can’t talk and eat at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you can,” Jaq said around another mouthful of food. 
 
      
 
    “No, he can’t and not be disgusting,” Stella said primly. 
 
      
 
    Jaq frowned and went back to chewing his food. 
 
      
 
    “Have a bite,” Melia said. “We would like to hear about your dungeon runs, especially this one.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said, relaxing a little more and picking up a chicken wing. “Just give me a minute.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “And that’s when I left the temple,” Stern finished, acutely aware of all the people listening to him. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... I’m going to craft this into a good story,” Suzana said, her eyes having been closed for most of the retelling. “A very good story. But… can we see Pawly in all her glory? I want to do her justice.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked down at Pawly sprawled across his lap. “Well?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned, sat up, looked around the crowded room, then stepped onto the table and took a seat in the center of it. She cleaned a paw and rubbed her face. 
 
      
 
    Stern picked up the mug before him with his right hand. “You’ll want to clear the table,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone picked up their mugs before everyone at the table focused on Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Stern combined her size increase with her tentacle improvement. He smiled at Pawly as she continued to sit there and clean her face as if nothing unusual was happening. 
 
      
 
    Sharply indrawn breaths and murmured conversations sprang up immediately as Pawly, now the size of a small tiger, sat on the table. Twin furry tentacles rose above her. The pads on the ends of the tentacles looked innocent enough until she flexed and the claws appeared. That drew even more attention to her. 
 
      
 
    “Are her paws larger than normal?” Jaq asked, looking at Pawly’s feet. 
 
      
 
    Stern winced. “She’s polydactyl. My father named her ‘Pawly’ because of it.” 
 
      
 
    Suzana giggled as she leaned forward to look at the large paws. “She certainly lives up to her name. The story makes more sense now, though. I can see how she’d be able to deal with the least of slimes.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked to the door and blinked when he realized how far the sun had risen. “If you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.” He shrank Pawly back down to normal size. “It was good to see you all again. Maybe we can chat again in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we will,” Suzana grinned. “I have a feeling there will be many more stories from you.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you heading?” Stella asked. 
 
      
 
    “To check on someone,” Stern said simply as he started for the door. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and leapt off the table, following him. 
 
      
 
    Gustav watched them go before he looked at his crew. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Eyes,” Melia said softly. 
 
      
 
    Suzana sighed as she stood up and stretched, smirking when she felt the eyes on her. “If I must. But if things go badly…” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Jaq said as he downed the last of his mug. “No worries.” 
 
      
 
    Suzana left the inn, waving to those who stared after her and winking to a few as she went. 
 
      
 
    Gustav finished his mug and looked at Stella. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Petty politics,” Stella sighed. “I think we all know how this will go. Stern lived up to the ideal of what Walkers should be, of what the Rescue Squad is. He still has a ways to go, but he’ll be worth watching.” 
 
      
 
    Melia stood up and extended her wings briefly. “Let me go collect my things.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Jaq said, standing up. “Might as well expect the worst.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern walked as he normally did, hunched and moving with a quick stride with Pawly trotting along beside him. The trip to the temple was a good distance from the inn, but it was not quite midday when he arrived. 
 
      
 
    Entering the temple, he winced when the emotion of pain hit him in the face like a hammer. All the slabs still had people on them and the five acolytes were going from person to person, checking on them and trying to explain things to some of the families of the wounded. 
 
      
 
    One of the acolytes looked his way, jerked slightly in fear, then exhaled and headed his way. “Walker. She should be reborn any moment now,” the acolyte said when she reached him. 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded, frowning as he looked over the room. “Where is her grandmother?” 
 
      
 
    “She is sleeping. I was going to wake her in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled, feeling like an idiot for his worry. “Sorry. Do you mind if I’m here?” 
 
      
 
    Her smile bloomed and she held out her hand. “Not at all. Please, this way.” 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t resist her taking his hand and towing him through the temple. He caught the edges of people paying attention to them, and the pity he felt was hard to take. Breathing slowly, he did his best to ignore it. 
 
      
 
    Above the main altar, the four shards of a heart were glowing brightly, spinning slowly in the air. On the altar itself, a body was being produced, thankfully only a golden outline. The one thing anyone could say for certain was that the person was female and had rabbit-lykian blood, obvious because of her ears. 
 
      
 
    “Just stand here,” the acolyte told him. “I’ll be back with the reborn’s family.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stood against the wall, glad he wasn’t in his armor. It would have made him stand out even more in the temple. As it was, he kept getting a lot of looks. He kept his eyes on the altar to avoid meeting people’s gazes. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the acolyte returned with the old woman in tow. With bright eyes, the old woman grabbed Stern’s hands and thanked him profusely. The acolyte smiled as she watched them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” the acolyte said suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Letting go of Stern’s hands, the woman turned to face the altar. Stern looked up and his breath caught as he watched the rebirth. All five acolytes walked to the altar and knelt before it, bowing their heads as they sang a single note. 
 
      
 
    The golden form lifted into the air, floating behind the heart. A sense of peace washed over the room, and everyone who could looked toward the altar. The heart, which had been in four pieces and spinning, was now solid and had slowed its revolution. When it came to a stop, the heart and body moved until they occupied the same space. 
 
      
 
    An overwhelming presence weighed on everyone for a single breath. Then, the golden light vanished from the body, leaving Cyra in her ragged clothing floating in the air. The presence vanished and she opened her eyes. The sisters rose to their feet and reached out for Cyra, guiding her from above the altar to stand beside them. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” the acolytes said, all smiles. 
 
      
 
    “My Cyra...” the woman sniffled, then rushed forward to grab her granddaughter. 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled as he felt the sheer joy in the old woman and the surprise from Cyra. He looked at the young woman for a long moment, wanting to remember her later. A rabbit-lykian with long, floppy ears, Cyra was thin— not as thin as he was, but still much thinner than she should be. Her hair was a mix between dirty blonde and light brown, and the fur covering her ears was the same color. She closed her eyes tightly as tears escaped them, but Stern had still caught sight of her bright green irises. Her ragged clothing had collected blood, mud, and other stains, and had clearly been sewn together multiple times. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Stern moved quietly away from the wall. Good, she’s alive again. Now to start getting my things in order to go to Whitewater. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Stern had only made it a square away from the temple when he slowed. There were five men coming his way— the one in the front was glaring at him, and the four behind him were smirking. 
 
      
 
    “Trash, I heard you collected some shards. I want them,” Skippy commanded as he and his group stopped a few feet from Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the people nearby. They were all hurrying away, clearly seeing trouble brewing and not wanting to be involved. Pawly hissed beside him, her fur puffing up as she stared at the men. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any shards,” Stern said simply, flexing his fingers and getting ready to improve Pawly. “I delivered them to the temple yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Skippy’s eyelid twitched and his lip curled back in a snarl. “You brought that useless filth back to life?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern replied. “You’re standing right here. Cyra was reborn, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Skippy, look, here she comes,” one of the guys behind him said. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked back to see Cyra and her grandmother coming their way. Both women slowed upon seeing the five men confronting Stern. The old woman grabbed Cyra’s arm and started to drag her away. 
 
      
 
    “Get them!” Skippy hissed. “Klein, you’re with me. This man just assaulted us and we have to defend ourselves!” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s right hand twitched to his hip, but his daggers and armor were in his room. Taking a step back, he raised his empty hands. “I’m unarmed!” he said loudly. 
 
      
 
    Three of Skippy’s friends went rushing down a side street. 
 
      
 
    Klein unhooked a sheathed dagger from his belt and tossed it at Stern’s feet. 
 
      
 
    “You look armed enough to me. It’ll be in your hand when the guards get here,” Skippy laughed darkly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled and took a step forward. 
 
      
 
    Skippy looked at Pawly and snickered. “And your little cat will die, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly crouched, her eyes locked on Skippy. 
 
      
 
    “Klein, deal with him. I’m going to gut the cat.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    Stern backpedaled, wanting to let Klein pass Pawly before he made her a real threat. “Don’t do this. His father can’t stop what will happen if you do.” 
 
      
 
    “His father is the mayor, fool!” Klein scoffed, drawing his sword. “Now, you can stand still and I’ll make it quick or run and I’ll drag it out.” 
 
      
 
    Klein went past Pawly and Stern’s fingers wove through the patterns needed as his left hand rotated in a different pattern. Klein hesitated for a moment, thinking Stern might be casting a spell, but he didn’t see anything so he rushed forward. 
 
      
 
    Skippy had been walking forward with his sword drawn, snickering at Pawly. “Going to gut you... maybe I’ll be able to use them in something useful. Here, kitty, kitty.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled, the timbre shifting when she grew larger. Her twin tentacles raised above her shoulders. Now suddenly a foot to the right of where she’d been, she lunged forward. 
 
      
 
    When Klein heard the much deeper growl and then a scream, he spun to see what had happened. What he saw was a furry monster with bloody tentacles knocking a panicking Skippy to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Skippy!” Klein shouted, rushing back to help his friend. 
 
      
 
    Stern charged forward, his long legs covering the ground quickly. His hands moved in the pattern his parents had drilled in him. Klein had no warning before pain flared in his right arm and his hand opened of its own accord. Klein let out a scream as his left hand yanked a dagger from his waist. 
 
      
 
    Wrapping his arms around the injured man’s neck, Stern hoped the chokehold would stop him quickly so he could help Pawly. Klein jerked, trying to get free, but Stern had locked his arms in place. Being so much taller than Klein, Stern saw the flash of the dagger coming free— keeping one arm wrapped around his neck, he used the other to grab Klein’s wrist. 
 
      
 
    More screams came from Skippy, but Stern couldn’t spare Pawly a glance, as he had to defend himself. Klein bucked in his arms and almost got his neck free, managing to catch a breath. Stern was straining against the man trying desperately to bring his dagger up to cut him. With a deep breath, he jerked Klein’s arm down. He stopped trying to resist his thrust, instead helping him push. Warmth splashed against Stern’s hand and Klein spasmed even more than he had before, trying to pull his dagger hand back. Stern grimaced, allowing Klein to pull the dagger free before forcing him to plunge it back into his body. 
 
      
 
    Pawly leapt off Skippy’s body under her and turned to help Stern only to find him lowering Klein to the ground. Letting out a chuff, she watched him carefully, as Stern looked shaky. 
 
      
 
    After he lay Klein on the ground, Stern looked at Pawly with wide eyes, breathing fast and shallow. His right hand was covered in blood. Pawly stared back— her tentacles, all four of her paws, and her mouth were also coated in blood. 
 
      
 
    A female scream had Stern running before he even realized he’d heard it. Cyra, her grandmother... they went for them! his brain told him as his legs stretched out and he ran faster. 
 
      
 
    When he turned a corner, he found another scene of carnage. The old woman lay on the ground, her sightless eyes staring up at the sky. Cyra was kneeling beside her, crying and holding her hands. A few feet away from the dead body, Suzana was standing with a bloody hand raised toward two men while a third lay dead behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Easy now,” Suzana hissed through gritted teeth. “He died because he killed someone. You two don’t need to die, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Can it! We’ll gut you, kill her, then make it back to…!” The man trailed off when Stern came around the corner. 
 
      
 
    A streak of gold landed behind the two men. Melia saw that Suzana was injured and her eyes flared. She grabbed both men by the neck and said in a slow, cold voice, “Which of you hurt my wife?” 
 
      
 
    “Neither of them,” Suzana said with a wince. “He’s already dead.” 
 
      
 
    Gustav, Jaq, and Stella came running up, all of them looking for a fight. 
 
      
 
    The two men Melia was holding thrashed. One of them thrust a hand behind him and a burst of fire bloomed from it. Melia let go of them, flinching back as her hair singed and blisters formed on her face. 
 
      
 
    One of the men lunged for Suzana while the other spun to slash at Melia. Stern had barely made it a dozen feet before rainbow-hued lights flashed from Stella’s hand, slamming into the man rushing Suzana. He stumbled, staggered, and fell to his knees right in front of Suzana, who slammed her hand into his face. 
 
      
 
    The man who’d spun on Melia had almost made contact with his sword when Gustav was suddenly between them, arriving in a blur. His shield caught the strike and he slammed it out, pushing the attacker back a few feet. Three daggers hit the man in the chest in rapid succession. With a wheeze, the sword fell from his hand before he pitched to the ground, lifeless. 
 
      
 
    Suzana knelt next to the man she had hit and, with a sigh, drew the dagger from his belt. “You should have listened...” she said sadly before she pushed it into his neck. 
 
      
 
    Stern stopped moving, watching Gustav and his friends. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Gustav shook his head. “No thanks... We didn’t make it in time.” 
 
      
 
    Suzana came toward him and Cyra. “I failed. I never thought they’d attack first. I thought I had time. If I hadn’t hesitated, she’d be alive.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sniffled. “They killed her because of me...” 
 
      
 
    Her pain hit Stern full force and he grunted. “No, they killed her because of who they were... Self-important assholes. You knew something they didn’t want getting out.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him with red, puffy eyes. “I told them ‘no.’ That was all. I refused, and then they killed me.” 
 
      
 
    Stern staggered back a step as her emotions climbed higher. “They deserved what they got. Sadly… they hurt you a bit more first.” 
 
      
 
    Suzana knelt beside Cyra. “Miss, calm yourself.” Her tone was gentle as a peacefulness radiated from her. “What happened isn’t your fault. Don’t let them dictate your feelings.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra hiccupped a sob, but her pain and grief faded a little under Suzana’s soothing emotion. “She said someone saved me... someone recovered me for nothing. Me... Saved me…” 
 
      
 
    Stern staggered back farther as Cyra cried softly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, stepping closer to Cyra. 
 
      
 
    Stern quickly reverted Pawly to her normal cat form, not wanting to upset her more than she already was. He was dimly aware of the fact that the blood that had coated her was no longer there. 
 
      
 
    Pawly pushed up under Cyra’s arm and purred, bumping her leg. Cyra blinked at the cat suddenly rubbing on her, then hugged Pawly to her chest and wept. 
 
      
 
    Whistles started to blow in the distance and Gustav sighed. “Well, this is going to be messy...” Looking over at Stern, he was about to tell the young man to leave but then saw the blood on him. “Very messy.” He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “We knew it might be,” Stella said. “I’m betting that it’ll amount to nothing by the time it ends. It’s clearly self-defense.” 
 
      
 
    “Petty politics,” Jaq said. “Should I go see about rounding up the crew that helped get her shards?” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be for the best. Inform the Walkers that they need to be aware, too. I have a bad feeling about this...” 
 
      
 
    Jaq nodded, jogging away as whistles came closer. 
 
      
 
    Stern leaned back against the wall behind him and slid down it. The sea of emotions from Cyra and Suzana had his mind spinning, and he was struggling to free himself from it. It wasn’t easy, though, as his own mind was weighing heavily on him. 
 
      
 
    I killed him... He was alive and I held him and I shoved the dagger into him, over and over. Stern’s mind spun over the memory of him ending a life. He breathed raggedly as the image replayed on a loop. When a hand touched his shoulder, Stern jerked. He latched onto the wrist and turned it on reflex. 
 
      
 
    Gustav hissed and spun with the movement. “Stop it, pup.” 
 
      
 
    Stern released his hand and blinked up at Gustav with a blank stare. “Sorry...” 
 
      
 
    Gustav exhaled and sat down beside him. “First time?” Seeing Stern’s blank look, he tried again. “First time taking a life outside of a dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    “Hunting.” 
 
      
 
    “Killing a person?” Gustav clarified, knowing that Stern was likely in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” Stern whispered, his emotional turmoil subsiding some as Pawly and Suzana helped calm Cyra. “I stabbed him… and stabbed him… and stabbed him.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” Gustav said as the whistles drew closer. “Did he attack you first?” 
 
      
 
    “Had his sword out… came at me,” Stern replied distantly. “Pawly went for Skippy. When he screamed, the other one… Klein… he spun back to attack Pawly. Disarm, tried to stop him, dagger, fight for it, stabbed him… stabbed him again…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, self-defense,” Gustav said easily. “The guards are coming. They’re going to arrest all of us… except maybe the girl. You need to remember what you just said. He came for you, you defended yourself. Remember that.” The last two words held iron as he stared at Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s breathing slowed and he closed his eyes before shuddering. “Self-defense. Nothing wrong with defending others.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Gustav said, hoisting himself to his feet as the guards came around a corner. “Now just wait here.” 
 
      
 
    The two guards who arrived first slowed upon seeing the dead. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” Gustav said, moving forward with his hands empty. “Self-defense happened. Calm yourselves, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Walker,” one of them said, pointing to Gustav’s badge clearly displayed on his chest. 
 
      
 
    “You call four dead self-defense?” the second guard asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    “I do when they keep attacking,” Gustav said. “Now, I know you have to take us in, and we’ll go… but the young woman was just reborn and her grandmother was killed by the three dead here. She needs to see the sisters again.” 
 
      
 
    The two guards exchanged a look, but before they could say anything, a squad with a sergeant came running up. “What in the Goddess’ name happened here?!” the sergeant snapped as he moved forward. 
 
      
 
    Gustav sighed and tried again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Stern sat on the stone bench and exhaled slowly. Gustav sat beside him, looking bored and tapping one foot impatiently. Across the room behind a different set of bars, Melia, Suzana, and Stella waited on their own stone bench. 
 
      
 
    “This is taking far too long...” Suzana said. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s eyes dropped to the gash in her tunic, where her abdomen was visible. The wound had been healed with a salve before the guards took them away. She got that wound saving Cyra... while I stopped to kill a man, she was there to try saving a life. 
 
      
 
    “Far too long,” Gustav grimaced. “What are they doing?” 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, the solid oak door opened at the end of the room. The sergeant who had arrested them entered, looking grim. “Mixed Heritage, come to the doors.” 
 
      
 
    “Why just us?” Gustav asked, not moving. 
 
      
 
    “You are deemed to have defended your companion who was, in turn, defending a newly-reborn,” the sergeant said. “The… other… is different.” 
 
      
 
    Stern still felt the implied word before the sergeant had continued. Blighted, freak, mutant, abomination— I’ve heard them all, Stern snorted to himself. Guess “murderer” can be added to that now. 
 
      
 
    Gustav stayed where he was. “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t your concern,” the sergeant nearly growled as he unlocked the door to the women’s cell. “Out now, or we’ll have you on obstruction.” 
 
      
 
    Suzana stood up fluidly and went to stand a foot away from the guard. “Trumped-up charges and falsehoods will not stick. Sticking with a sinking boat will only sink you, as well.” Her words were cool and pointed, but she didn’t stay to hear his reply— she moved past him and down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Melia and Stella were right behind her, and both of them gave Gustav a look as they went. Gustav gripped Stern’s shoulder for a moment before he stood and went to the cell door. The sergeant unlocked it, let Gustav out, and locked it behind the dwarf. He followed Gustav out of the room, the heavy door booming closed behind them. 
 
      
 
    With the cell room empty except for him, Stern exhaled slowly. I hope Cyra made it back to the sisters’ care. Maybe they can help with her anguish? Pawly went with her... wish I could see through her eyes like some summoners can... 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t know how long he’d sat there before the door opened again. Blinking as he was yanked from his thoughts, he was surprised to see a rotund man in rich silks standing there. The man was staring at him with a neutral expression, but the anger radiating off of him was nearly a physical attack to Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a minute alone,” the man said imperiously. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” someone said before the door shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    With slow measured steps, he moved like he owned the world. He came to a stop in front of Stern’s cell and his hatred increased. “You killed my son.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled and stood, making the man tilt his neck back to meet his gaze. “Your son killed himself,” his words trembled with anger. “All he had to do was leave her alone, but he couldn’t do that, could he? What he tried to do would have come to light and that would have been disastrous for him and you.” 
 
      
 
    His nostrils flared and his florid face paled. “You dare speak to me like that?” 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed darkly as his own anger surged. “You…? What are you? You might be the mayor of this city, but that doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    Skippy’s father took a step back— Stern was radiating power that the mayor hadn’t expected. His blue-gray eyes glinted with the promise of death as his pale hands curled into fists. 
 
      
 
    Shaking the sudden feeling of death off, the mayor’s lips peeled back into a snarl. “I will have your head!” 
 
      
 
    The door boomed open and the mayor’s head whipped around to face it. “I told you…!” He trailed off when he saw it wasn’t the guard in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Mayor, what are you doing speaking to my defendant?” the man in the door asked pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “Roger,” the mayor spat the name. “I merely came to ask him why he callously cut down my son.” 
 
      
 
    “He came to threaten me and promise that he’d have my head!” Stern hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... intimidation of a man in custody?” Roger asked with a knowing nod. “I should fetch the commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah!” the mayor spat as he waddled quickly toward the door. “Lies, just like the ones he will try to spin before the judge! You couldn’t stop me from becoming mayor, so now you’ll try to soil my son’s name and let his killer go free?!” 
 
      
 
    Roger stepped aside. “No. I will see that the truth is told and that an innocent man goes free. The people of this city made a grave mistake and maybe, they will see that shortly.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor sneered as he passed Roger. “Always so high and mighty, and yet you lost and are still bitter.” 
 
      
 
    Roger didn’t reply— he just walked toward Stern. His gaze was inquisitive and, though he held his emotions tightly, a faint feeling of worry seeped from him. Stern backed away from the cell door and sat on his stone bench. Brow furrowed, he was surprised at how well Roger was able to control himself. The two men just watched each other as the door closed, sealing them into the cell area. 
 
      
 
    “You look like a blighted, but that just means you must be an irregular,” Roger said. “Not many of you around… doesn’t help that your kind used to be killed at birth. Must’ve been rough growing up.” 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t reply. 
 
      
 
    “Talkative, too,” Roger sighed. “Look, son, you have two counts of murder hanging over you, one of them being the mayor’s son, Skippy, and the other his best friend, Klein. The rest of his inner circle were killed by Mixed Heritage, defending a newly-reborn woman. They’ve been let go, as someone was brave enough to come forward and give a statement about seeing the attack. You… well… there are a number of witnesses that say you confronted Skippy and his friends in the street.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stayed silent. 
 
      
 
    “I’m your defender. You’d normally have to find one yourself, but as you guessed, the mayor and I don’t have the best relationship. The Walkers hired me to defend those who’ve already been freed, so I took on your defense on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “To fuck him over?” Stern asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    “No, because I’ve already heard the story of you bringing her shards out. I was speaking with an old friend at the Walkers’ hall last night when a group came in to celebrate their completed run and the rather generous payment they received for picking up two of the four shards.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the floor. “They did what they should have, what all Walkers should do.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a debate that’s been ongoing for a few decades now,” Roger said, “and it normally never comes close to any of the three lowest cities, except for one key point— six people went in and five come out, unblemished. I was able to verify that today before I was called to defend people.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling slowly, Stern raised his eyes to Roger. “What are our chances?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost zero,” Roger admitted. “The head judge who’ll take this case is a long-time friend of Victor… the mayor. They’ll stack everything, but I’ll do my very best to see you cleared.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stood and went up to the bars of the cell. “My bag at the inn... there’s a small pocket sewn into the bottom of it. Inside is a letter. Use it to make it fair, but… promise me you’ll keep it as tightly guarded as you can, then return it to the pocket, please?” 
 
      
 
    Roger’s lips pursed. “I’ll look into it. First, tell me the story from the start. You were going on a run yesterday…?” He went into the open cell across from Stern and took a seat. 
 
      
 
    Stern went back to the bench and sat down. “It was my run to finish off my badge. Easy in and out, some loot, and then up to Whitewater. That’s what I’d thought, but there was an old woman crying at the dungeon entrance…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Roger looked thoughtful as he stood up. “And Pawly is with her still?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Stern said. “I could recall her, but that might not be the best for Cyra right now.” 
 
      
 
    “She was taken back to the temple?” 
 
      
 
    “Two guards escorted her away,” Stern said. When he did, a spike of fear hit his gut. 
 
      
 
    “Calm yourself,” Roger said, seeing his fear bloom. “That was before it was known Skippy was dead. I’ll check on her and make sure she’s safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. Thank me if I get you free.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted. “I’ll end up free one way or another. The question is just how bad it gets before then.” 
 
      
 
    Roger’s lips pursed. “Son, look, don’t go doing anything to make matters worse. No escape attempts or the like, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. You’ll understand when you read the letter. This isn’t how I ever envisioned needing to use it, but as my father says, ‘Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans.’” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true enough,” Roger agreed as he got to his feet. “Just stay calm and wait. I expect them to bring you before the judge tomorrow. They’ll try to limit how much time I have, which means I need to get things moving.” 
 
      
 
    “Should I trust the food?” Stern asked as Roger was on his way to the door. 
 
      
 
    Roger paused, clearly considering the question. “No, and sleep with one eye open, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to call Pawly back for that. I’ll do it late tonight. If you can warn Cyra first, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “Done. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be here,” Stern snorted. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the door, Roger banged on it. “Open up.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened for him and he left, the door banging shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled and thought about what was happening. “Well, it’s one of the reasons I was given the letter, but I doubt they thought I’d need it for something this dire… I just hope Dad doesn’t show up... or worse, Mom.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Stern sat up when the door opened and dismissed Pawly. He snorted softly when the sergeant entered the cell area with a dozen guards. “Overkill, much?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a double murderer. We have to be careful,” the sergeant said coldly. 
 
      
 
    “‘Accused’ is the word you’re looking for,” Stern said as he stood up, “unless the laws have changed.” 
 
      
 
    Jaw tightening, the sergeant growled out, “On your knees, hands behind your back!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not that kind of boy,” Stern said with a smirk, “but as I don’t feel like being ganged up on by a dozen men...” He lowered himself to his knees, facing away from the guards. He put his arms behind him and waited. 
 
      
 
    The clank of the lock coming undone was swiftly followed by two men driving him into the stone floor. Stern grunted— blood welled in his mouth as he’d gashed the inside of his lip with his teeth. Thankfully, none of them had broken. 
 
      
 
    “I’m complying!” Stern hissed. 
 
      
 
    Arms being wrenched even farther behind him, Stern did his best to not resist as the guards manhandled him, roughly putting the iron manacles on his wrists. 
 
      
 
    “Lift him and walk him,” the sergeant said once the manacles were on. 
 
      
 
    Hoisted to his feet by his arms, Stern spat a wad of blood onto the ground. “I was compliant...” 
 
      
 
    “Felt resistant to me,” one of the guards snickered. 
 
      
 
    “If I’d resisted…” Stern trailed off, knowing he shouldn’t say anything that might be considered threatening. 
 
      
 
    “If what?” the sergeant asked darkly. 
 
      
 
    “Judge?” Stern asked, his anger rising. 
 
      
 
    “Take him,” the sergeant said. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a far walk from the cells to the hall of judgement, but they had to go into the streets for part of it. Stern walked slouched on reflex, meaning he didn’t tower over the guards as much as he could. When he overheard the commotion from behind a handful of guards and their pace slowed to a crawl, he stood upright. 
 
      
 
    A few dozen people were between the jail and the hall. Stern was surprised to see Frank, the Walker with the prismatic steel badge, along with his dwarven friend. He was less surprised to see Gustav and his crew. The others he had glimpsed at before, but hadn’t talked to except for Sarah Kalma, the Sharp Ears’ group leader, and her crew. 
 
      
 
    “Why’s he bloody?” Gustav asked pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “He resisted,” the guard who’d helped injure him said. 
 
      
 
    “By complying,” Stern added with tightly-leashed anger. 
 
      
 
    A guard behind him hit him in the back with a truncheon. “Quiet, you!” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s grimace of pain and the dull thud made all the Walkers present move closer toward the guards. The guards closed in and a few looked worried— the most any of them had done was a handful of dungeons. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant,” Frank asked icily, “are your men beating a chained man?” 
 
      
 
    “Walker, this doesn’t concern you,” the sergeant growled. “You all need to disperse right now, or I will be arresting you for obstruction.” 
 
      
 
    “You and what army?” a voice from the back asked darkly. 
 
      
 
    Frank held up a hand. “We’re not obstructing you, Sergeant, we’re helping you. You see, we’re all going to the court to speak on his behalf.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking Walkers,” the first guard sneered. “Think you’re so damned special just because you’re stupid enough to—?!” 
 
      
 
    “Be quiet!” the sergeant snapped, having seen some of the Walkers start reaching for their weapons. “If you’re going to the court, get out of our way,” he said directly to Frank. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, form up. We’ll make sure the guards make it there without incident. By the way, Sergeant, there was a man with a crossbow on the roof.” Frank pointed to where two angelics and infernals stood. “They subdued him— he had poisoned quarrels on him. He looked dangerous and tried to shoot one of them. We’ll deliver him to the cells for you.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant looked suddenly very worried. “Uh… right…” 
 
      
 
    The Walkers formed a ring around the guards and began to walk, forcing the guards to keep pace with them. The guards went along with them— it was that or be moved. 
 
      
 
    Frank nodded to his companion and the female dwarf took off at a trot away from the group. He watched her for a moment before he followed the others, his eyes cold. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The judge sat up straighter when the mass of people came into the room. He glanced at Mayor Victor Bloodcoin, wondering what his friend had gotten him into. When he looked back, he watched the group split apart and take seats in the stands. The guards marched forward after them to deliver Stern to the desk on the left of the judge’s bench. 
 
      
 
    The sergeant stepped forward after a glance toward Victor. “Your Honor, the Walkers helped escort us. It appears that there was an assassin lying in ambush for the accused.” 
 
      
 
    The judge’s nostrils flared and he nodded. “I see. Walkers, you have my thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Frank went to stand beside the sergeant, his prismatic steel badge on full display. “Your Honor, on behalf of the Walkers, we’ll be interested in this hearing. The accused has shown himself to be a man of honor, integrity, and on the path to join the Rescue Squad.” 
 
      
 
    Lips thinning, the judge’s eyes went to Victor again before he looked back to Frank. “I see... Not everyone is as righteous as they appear. We will peel back the truth and see what the facts present.” 
 
      
 
    “Facts are always good,” Frank agreed with a smile on his lips. 
 
      
 
    The judge exhaled slowly, as Frank’s eyes weren’t pleasant. “Please take your seat. We’re going to begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Frank said, turning to take a seat. He stopped beside the desk where Stern was sitting. “Where is his defender, Your Honor?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be here shortly,” the judge replied stiffly. “We’ll wait for the defense to arrive, of course.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor stood up and cleared his throat. “Your Honor, the defense was told when the hearing would take place. If they can’t be here to handle their tasks, we shouldn’t delay things just to accommodate them.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good point, Mayor Bloodcoin,” the judge nodded. “We’ll give them another minute or two, but we won’t delay too long.” 
 
      
 
    Frank motioned to a few people near the doors and they left. “I’ll just have some people go retrieve him.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Walker,” the mayor said, but it was clear he didn’t mean it. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Frank replied equally as false. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Minutes ticked by and the mayor had just stood up to tell the judge to get on with it when the doors to the room opened and Roger came inside. The mayor glared at Roger and took his seat beside the prosecutor. 
 
      
 
    “You are late, Defender,” the judge said pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for that,” Roger said amiably. “A pair of guards were keeping me from attending the court. If not for the Walkers who came to check on me, I’d likely still be detained.” 
 
      
 
    Lips pursing, the judge nodded curtly. “I see. Well, take your seat. We have things to be about.” 
 
      
 
    “Before we begin, sir,” Roger said, placing a folder on the desk in front of Stern, “I have a document to present to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine,” the judge sighed. “Bring it up.” 
 
      
 
    Roger grinned and carried a simple piece of parchment folded into fourths to the judge. “You might want to read that carefully, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The judge took the paper and snapped it open, looking down at it. He started to fold it back up right away, but he stopped and leaned forward as he read it. The color drained from his face and he looked up at Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern stared back at the judge, knowing what the paper said. 
 
      
 
    Folding it closed, the judge handed it back to Roger. “I see...” 
 
      
 
    “Objection!” the prosecutor said. “I demand to see this paper.” 
 
      
 
    “Denied,” the judge said without pause. 
 
      
 
    The mayor’s face flushed darkly. “Denied… Your Honor?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the judge said, swallowing hard, “denied. We will proceed with this hearing.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor,” Frank said, raising his hand, “so you are aware, I will be representing the Walkers. I have the certification, if needed.” 
 
      
 
    The judge waved him off. “If we need to verify, we will.” 
 
      
 
    The guards in attendance looked curious as to what had caused the judge to suddenly defy the mayor. The sergeant kept glancing at the mayor, but the mayor was glaring at the judge only. 
 
      
 
    “This hearing of Bloodcoin versus Walker Stern is called to order,” the judge said, picking up the gavel and tapping his desk. “Walker Stern, have you been told the charges?” 
 
      
 
    “Two counts of murder,” Stern said flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Correct. Do you wish to save the court its time and plead guilty?” 
 
      
 
    Roger laughed, having just made it back to the desk where Stern was. “Your Honor, I must have misheard you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you plead guilty or not guilty?” the judge asked tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Not guilty. Self-defense,” Stern said with clipped tones. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” the judge exhaled. “Mayor, your prosecutor may begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday, it is alleged that you accosted several men on the street,” the prosecutor started, standing up and turning to face Stern. “Those men included Skippy Bloodcoin and his friend, Klein Ashson. Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw them on the street,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Did you not stand in their way as they were walking?” 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned, but spoke truthfully, “I did come to a stop, and they did the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you stop them? Surely not to ask about the weather,” the prosecutor snorted. 
 
      
 
    “They wanted the soul shards I’d collected from the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course,” the prosecutor nodded. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “The shards belonged to a person who had gone in with them on their run,” Stern replied. “Cyra. She died in that dungeon— they didn’t collect her shards on the run she died, nor the one after that.” 
 
      
 
    “I see... Could it be that they were trying to collect the shards to have her reborn and you took them before they could? Maybe they even offered to pay you for the shards?” 
 
      
 
    “Objection,” Roger sighed. “Hearsay.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have anything to corroborate those statements?” the judge asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have statements from a dozen people who were on the street at the time claiming the defendant rudely stopped the son of the mayor and demanded money for the soul shards of his lost crew member.” 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned, but Roger placed a hand on his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Statements? Why not the people themselves?” Roger asked. 
 
      
 
    “They’re busy and couldn’t be here,” the prosecutor said, waving a hand to brush off the statement. 
 
      
 
    “Objection,” Roger sighed. “The defendant has a right to face those people to verify that they are indeed real and truthful.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you implying that I am lying?!” the prosecutor snarled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Roger replied with a smile. “I went up and down that street yesterday to find anyone who had witnessed the event. I found three people and only three who would talk with me. I have them waiting outside. Your Honor, if you want to accept those statements, I will have to ask the eyewitnesses to attend to give their recollections.” 
 
      
 
    The judge grimaced. “Prosecutor, you have until this hearing ends to supply any of your witnesses.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor surged to his feet. “What?! Clarence, have you lost your damned mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Sit down, Victor!” the judge roared back at him. “I will make sure this hearing is done in accordance with the laws!” 
 
      
 
    Purple-faced, Victor sat down hard on his chair, which creaked alarmingly. 
 
      
 
    The prosecutor coughed and set his statements down. “I doubt we can get them here in time. I will not bring them forward if the defender will waive his people.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Roger grinned. “Can someone tell the three outside they can go for now, but that they might still be needed later?” 
 
      
 
    One of the Walkers by the doors stepped out of the courtroom. 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at Roger questioningly, but the older man just shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. We have the guard who found the dead here to speak of the incident,” the prosecutor said, motioning to the sergeant. 
 
      
 
    The sergeant moved to stand before the judge. “Your Honor, may I?” 
 
      
 
    “Proceed,” the judge said, hoping that the guards had something good. 
 
      
 
    “We were notified by fleeing citizens that a fight with weapons was happening. This had two of my men blow the alarm and rush to see what was happening. They found a number of dead men and a crew of Walkers who had been injured. The defendant was on the scene and, as we were dealing with that, a few more of my men found another couple of dead a street away.” 
 
      
 
    “These other dead, who were they?” the prosecutor asked. 
 
      
 
    “Skippy Bloodcoin and Klein Ashson.” 
 
      
 
    “The two men the defendant killed.” 
 
      
 
    “Objection,” Roger sighed. “We still haven’t established that my client was even where the dead were found.” 
 
      
 
    “Sustained,” the judge said grudgingly. “Sergeant?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. As we took the guilty away from the scene, my men examined the area. We found bloody footprints leading from where the defendant had been sitting to where Bloodcoin had been killed.” 
 
      
 
    “How were they killed?” the prosecutor asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ashson had been stabbed repeatedly in the chest and Bloodcoin… he’d been clawed to death. His throat was ripped out by teeth and his body had dozens of deep scratches.” 
 
      
 
    “Did my client have a weapon on him?” Roger asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “Not on him,” the sergeant replied. “We found an empty sheath on the street in the blood. It appeared that he dropped it when he ran.” 
 
      
 
    “It was Klein’s knife,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” the prosecutor asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Klein pulled the knife to attack me,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Roger grabbed Stern’s shoulder. “My client needs a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said. “I will speak the truth. Your Honor, if you want the truth, I will speak it. The court does have the ability to invoke a zone of truth, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    The room went silent and the judge just stared at Stern. “Young man, what you’re asking for is only used in very rare cases.” 
 
      
 
    “My life means a damned lot to me,” Stern said firmly. “I will willingly subject myself to the zone.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor, my client—” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, do it!” the mayor yelled over Roger. “Make him speak!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do this,” Roger said intently to Stern, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him closer. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to,” Stern said flatly. “This circus needs to end.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” the judge said, his lips turning up. “The defendant has asked and the prosecution has agreed. Anyone who doesn’t wish to test the strength of the zone needs to leave now.” 
 
      
 
    Most of the Walkers quickly left the room, as did all of the guards but the sergeant. Roger stood up and gathered his papers, giving Stern a soulful look. Shaking his head, he followed the others out. Frank stayed where he was. 
 
      
 
    When everyone had left, the judge brought out a fist-sized black and white gem, shaped to be two bent teardrops forming a circle. When he placed it on his desk, he spoke the incantation needed, “Goddess, we ask you to look down and judge the words spoken in your presence.” 
 
      
 
    The room trembled and those who were still there shuddered as a wave of power encompassed them. Stern exhaled slowly and he bowed his head. 
 
      
 
    “Begin,” the judge said. 
 
      
 
    Stern raised his head, looking directly at the gem, and told the story from the beginning when he first encountered Skippy. The words poured out of him, as he was compelled to speak only the truth. 
 
      
 
    No one could speak while he was, and as he did, the judge’s face became drawn and the mayor’s purpled. Frank just nodded along while the prosecutor and sergeant both blanched. 
 
      
 
    “And then I was arrested,” Stern finished. 
 
      
 
    “Preposterous!” the mayor yelled. “My son was a lowly slime of a toad who knowingly left that useless bitch to her death!” 
 
      
 
    All eyes went to the mayor, who looked horrified. 
 
      
 
    The door opening brought all eyes to a young woman in patchwork clothing. Her long bunny ears trembled as she entered the room, but she went to stand near Frank. A female dwarf followed her in. She was smirking until she saw the gem on the judge’s desk—she turned and walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” the judge asked. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra Walot. My grandmother was killed by Zeus, a friend of Skippy Bloodcoin. They tried to kill me, as well, but a Walker intervened.” 
 
      
 
    “You useless bitch!” the mayor screamed. 
 
      
 
    Cyra flinched, but Frank stood up and touched her shoulder. “A zone of truth is in effect. If you speak, it will be the truth as long as you don’t fight it. If you try and fail like the mayor, you will still speak the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Honor, stop this!” the mayor demanded. 
 
      
 
    The judge reached for the stone, but Cyra spoke first. “I was brought into the dungeon a week ago by Skippy Bloodcoin and his friends.” 
 
      
 
    As she started talking, the gem pulsed brighter. The judge couldn’t touch it as it resisted any attempt to stop it. 
 
      
 
    “I was told they would help me, that they felt bad for me. It was all lies. The moment we entered the dungeon, Klein grabbed me by the ears and forced me against a wall. He told me what they wanted, and it wasn’t me helping in the dungeon... they wanted to use me. I felt like they would kill me after they were done, as Skippy said there wouldn’t be anyone to speak against them. I was crying, but I agreed to do what they wanted. Klein let go of my ears when I started to take my shirt off. The moment he did, I kicked him in the groin and ran.” She swallowed, but kept going, “I ran into the monsters in the next room. The clawed lizards tore me apart.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone watched her, and the mayor was becoming a purple so dark that it was almost black. 
 
      
 
    “I was reborn in the temple yesterday. My grandmother was there and I told her what happened. We left the temple together, as she was going to take me to see my savior. When we saw him, he was being advanced on by Skippy and his friends. I wanted to go confront them, but my grandmother pulled me away, explaining that we had to make sure the city knew what they had tried to do.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra began to cry, but she didn’t wipe the tears away. 
 
      
 
    “We only made it a street over when Zeus and the others cut us off. Zeus laughed as he told me that Skippy and Klein were killing the man who pulled me out of the dungeon. He gloated, saying that he was going to make sure I stayed dead this time. He rushed us with his sword drawn... I tried to pull my grandmother away, but she shoved me clear and he stabbed her. The moment he yanked his sword free, an infernal woman jumped off a roof and slammed into him. He slashed at her, but she hit him again and he went staggering backward. When his sword hit the ground, she snatched it up and jammed it into him before kicking him. He flew behind his friends.” 
 
      
 
    Her voice shook and she wiped at her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I went to my grandmother and tried to save her, but she was already dead. The infernal and the others were talking, but... I saw only my family dead. The guards came and I was taken back to the temple and they helped me accept what happened.” 
 
      
 
    The judge snatched the gem off the desk. The mayor was gasping for air, his hand on his chest. “Sergeant, get him to the temple! Now!” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant grabbed the mayor and hauled him from the room. 
 
      
 
    The judge looked at the people left in the courtroom and exhaled a deep, shuddering breath. “The Goddess has heard the truth. This hearing is over…” The judge looked around and saw that there was no one with keys to unlock Stern. “Uh... we’ll get a guard, and—” 
 
      
 
    “No need,” Frank said, pulling out a slim metal rod and tapping it to the manacles behind Stern’s back. 
 
      
 
    The heavy metal cuffs fell off and Stern flexed his arms. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Walkers stick together... or should, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “All of you, get out,” the judge said suddenly as he stood up. “Prosecutor, my office. Right now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Stern walked out of the courtroom beside Frank, breathing slowly. He felt elated, but also fearful— he knew the mayor wasn’t going to let his son’s death go. I’ll have to get out of the city quickly. He’ll look to Whitewater first, as that’s where I was most likely to go... I’ll have to detour to another one of the next three, instead. 
 
      
 
    The other Walkers had been waiting outside the courthouse. When Frank, Stern, and Cyra stepped out of the building, they rushed forward. 
 
      
 
    Frank held up his hand. “He’s been acquitted of the accusations. I’m sure you all saw the mayor being taken to the temple for his health? He’s undoubtedly going to try making life difficult for Walkers. Well, as much as he can without having the wrath of the Goddess called down on him.” 
 
      
 
    Roger came forward through the crowd. “Stern, you’ll want to get out of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern said. “I know. I was thinking about what I was going to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” The voice was quiet behind Stern. “Can I speak with you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked over his shoulder and down to see Cyra staring up at him. “Me?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the one who retrieved my soul, aren’t you? My grandmother described you to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t the only one who retrieved your shards,” Stern said softly. He looked over at Sarah and her group. “They helped,” he said, motioning to them. 
 
      
 
    “We did it because you asked,” Sarah replied. “You paid us for her shards. Generously paid us.” 
 
      
 
    “I… that is true,” Stern said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Please?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course he will,” Frank said. “Many reborn ask to speak with their savior. There’s a tradition that is more common the farther north you go— when a soul is reborn, the Walkers tend to celebrate. Now, while it might not be as much as we see up north, I will be buying the first round of drinks at the hall and the neighboring inn.” 
 
      
 
    Cheers came from the assembled Walkers, and many began to lead the way. 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed and nodded. “Yeah, that’s true, as well.” He looked back at Cyra, then realized he was standing fully upright and slouched some. “We can talk at the inn, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    There was a lot of chatter from the Walkers as they went. Some were talking about dungeons they’d run, but even more were talking somberly about lost friends who, even though they’d been retrieved, had stopped running. The emotional tangle from the group was both happy and sad, making Stern uncertain about his own feelings. 
 
      
 
    Frank’s companion went to the hall, promising drinks there, while Frank entered the inn with Stern. Gustav’s crew went with them into the inn while the other Walkers split evenly between the buildings. 
 
      
 
    While Gustav’s crew took a large table, Frank went over to the bar to speak with the innkeeper. Stern found a small table for two near the stairs and claimed it. Seeing Cyra was still with him, Stern pulled a chair out slightly and motioned her to it. Cyra blinked for a few heartbeats, her cheeks flushing light pink, but she took the seat. Stern pushed her chair in before sitting in the other chair. 
 
      
 
    “One round of drinks have been paid for,” the innkeeper said loudly. “Line up if you want one. Large tables, you may send a single person up to make it easier.” 
 
      
 
    Frank stepped away from the bar with three glasses in hand. He brought two to Stern’s table before fading back into the crowd. Stern picked up the glass and sipped to buy more time before Cyra spoke. Dark red wine, heavy on blackberries, helped him relax some. 
 
      
 
    Cyra sipped briefly at her drink before she set it down and leaned forward. “Why?” It was a single word, but it held so many questions. 
 
      
 
    Stern dropped his eyes from hers, unable to match her intensity. “She loved you and it touched me. I’m aiming to join the Rescue Squad, so it was right in that way, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m no one, though,” Cyra said, her eyes digging into him. 
 
      
 
    “To your grandmother, you were everything. That, and Skippy’s clear disdain that one of his crew died twisted my gut. It was clear that I had to retrieve your soul. I had no idea what happened, and that just makes it worse... they never had any intention of letting you be a Walker.” Stern’s hands clenched on the table as he thought about what Cyra had said. “Snuffing a life, a life of someone loved, someone who wants to run and grow…?” 
 
      
 
    A warm hand touched one of his fists, and he felt the worry like a knife. His eyes jerked up and he met hers. Twin points of bright green filled his vision and he felt a deep warmth and compassion coming from them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a beggar,” Cyra’s voice was a whisper. “Doesn’t that matter?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern replied simply. “You wanted to be a Walker, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Like my parents,” Cyra replied. A deep pain flooded out of her and Stern inhaled sharply. “They were Walkers. Gran never told me what happened to them... I wanted to gain strength and go north to find out what had happened.” She took a shuddering breath. “To stop others from being like me...” 
 
      
 
    Stern closed his eyes. His free hand shook, but the one Cyra was touching was steady. “You feel deeply.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra said sadly. “Now I’m alone… even Gran was taken from me. The mayor will make me vanish in time, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said firmly, standing to his full height. “No. Give me a minute, but be ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    Stern left the table without waiting for a reply and went up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    He was almost done buckling his armor on when there was a knock on his door. Stern grimaced and opened it to find Roger standing there. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    Roger gave him a questioning look, but held out a folded square of paper. “I need to return this.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took the page and went to his backpack. He quickly put it back into the hidden pocket in the bottom. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it true?” Roger asked, giving Stern an appraising look. 
 
      
 
    “Family friend,” Stern said before silently cursing himself. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, that would explain it.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it to yourself, please,” Stern said tightly as he packed his bag. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I will. The mayor has no idea what he’s biting off.” 
 
      
 
    “And hopefully he never will,” Stern said. “I’ll be leaving by tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    Roger watched him curiously. “But you’re geared and packing up as if you’re leaving right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I have something to do before I go,” Stern said, already focused on what he had in mind. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t ask. This way, no one can learn it from me,” Roger said. “Should I inform him?” 
 
      
 
    Stern hesitated. “I’ll be gone, and he should know I used his letter. Yeah, it would be the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send him a message and explain the entire situation to him. Should I tell him that you used the zone of truth?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stern said. “You can tell him anything. Just be prepared for him and possibly others to show up. I’ll be long gone by then.” 
 
      
 
    Roger wanted to ask more, but shook his head. “Very well. Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stopped packing to look back at Roger. “Thanks… for everything.” 
 
      
 
    “No thanks are required. I didn’t even have to do anything, it turns out,” Roger snorted, “besides bringing a single paper to you.” 
 
      
 
    “But that page is… important.” 
 
      
 
    “Understatement,” Roger snorted. “Safe trip.” 
 
      
 
    With his pack on his back and fully geared up, Stern came down the stairs. The entire room turned to him. The majority thought he was getting out while he could. Gustav, his crew, and Frank looked thoughtful. Cyra stared at him with wide eyes when he stopped beside her. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Time for you to get that badge,” Stern said with a soft smile. “I’ll be with you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stared at him as seconds ticked by before she rose to her feet, as if in a trance. “You’ll be with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Dungeons are better with a crew,” Stern said. “Time for you to get the first step done.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s eyes widened and she smiled. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    The inn was silent as they watched the two of them leave. The moment they were gone, the whole place began the time-honored tradition of speculating and forming rumors. 
 
      
 
    Frank moved over to sit with Gustav. “Someone should make sure they make it out of the dungeon and the city.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Gustav said. “You asking?” 
 
      
 
    Frank pulled a coin from his pouch and spun it on the table. “Paying.” 
 
      
 
    Gustav let out a soft whistle and picked up the coin. “Which one?” 
 
      
 
    Frank chuckled. “That isn’t a need-to-know question. I’ll make sure the Walkers know so you’ll get credit for the quest. Only get involved if it’s needed. Otherwise, be unseen.” 
 
      
 
    “I did that last time. It cost the old woman her life,” Suzana said bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “We all fail, at times,” Frank said. “Learn from it and grow. That’s the Walker way.” He got to his feet and left the inn. 
 
      
 
    Gustav looked at the coin in his hand. “We’ll do this, then head back north. We have the money to gear up for our next run, now.” 
 
      
 
    “And then some,” Stella whispered. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern and Cyra made it to the well. The guards on duty looked bored. 
 
      
 
    “Two,” Stern said, approaching the guards. 
 
      
 
    “Has she passed the academy courses?” one of the guards asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I have help to get me through,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    The guards looked at Stern’s full badge and nodded. “Must have paid you well. You know that maiming and death are possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra shuddered. “I am very aware...” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, make sure to pick your perk and loot carefully,” the guard said. “In you go.” 
 
      
 
    Stern had Cyra go first before following her down. When they reached the bottom, Cyra shuddered again as she looked at the swirling mist. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to,” Stern said, feeling the fear radiating off her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra pushed her fear down. “Yes, I do. If I want to be stronger, I do. Besides… you’ll keep me safe.” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked at the rock-hard certainty of her statement. “Okay. The first room is always clear to give us a chance to gear up. We’ll discuss our strategy there once we know what we’re facing.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra breathed slowly. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “After you,” Stern said, gesturing toward the portal. 
 
      
 
    Her fear spiked again for a second, but then Cyra rushed into the mist. 
 
      
 
    Stern took a deep breath and followed her, hoping he was doing the right thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Stern paused where he was— the air was heavy and damp and, all around him, tall trees loomed with vines tangled between them. Deep underbrush blocked any way off the clear path he was standing on. He glanced up and understood why the light was so dim. The tree canopy was thick, blocking most of the light from coming through. 
 
      
 
    Cyra stood still, her eyes wide as she looked around. “What is this?” 
 
      
 
    “Outdoor path dungeon,” Stern said. Seeing her uncertainty, he frowned. “You don’t know this?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked down. “I barely passed the course...” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt her shame and mentally kicked himself. “Okay, have a seat,” he said as he did the same. “We need to discuss strategy as it is, but first, we’ll talk about what we are likely to see here.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra knelt. She kept her eyes down, as she still felt ashamed. 
 
      
 
    “This is a path dungeon. Honestly, it’s not that much different than the standard underground dungeon. It’s outdoors, but it still manages to restrict you to paths and clearings. It would be impossible to try to go off the path— the undergrowth would be too thick, and if we kept at it, the monsters would be drawn to us. It’d be like trying to tunnel through a wall in a dungeon. The act of doing so will bring the monsters to you as a group, which is not good.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “That means we’ll be staying on the path and dealing with whatever comes out of the trees or is in the clearings. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern. My name is Stern, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Next, we’ll properly introduce you to Pawly,” Stern said as he summoned his friend. 
 
      
 
    Pawly appeared and chuffed, bumping into his leg before turning to Cyra and purring. 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled as she reached out to pet Pawly. “Hello, again. Thank you for comforting me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and shifted closer for easier pets. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly is going to be doing most of our work. She has upgrades that make her extremely dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, stroking Pawly. “She’ll do a good job.” 
 
      
 
    “My other perks aren’t really useful for combat,” Stern said. “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s hand faltered briefly. 
 
      
 
    “I have improved hearing from my mother’s family and improved dark vision from my father’s. If I kick something, there’s a chance it will be stunned briefly, which is how I got away from Klein. The last perk is… Life Sense. I can sense anything living within twenty feet of me.” 
 
      
 
    “How does that work?” Stern asked. “Is it active all the time?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to concentrate on it. It takes a couple of seconds, but then it flows out of me and I just know.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that can be useful, especially if we think an ambush is close by,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked up at him. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, easily,” Stern nodded. “I had a grasslands dungeon with carnivorous ground squirrels in it. That would have let us know where they were instead of having to sweep the entire place.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and bumped into Cyra’s leg. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly likes the idea of not being surprised, either,” Stern chuckled. “Okay, time for you to see everything Pawly can do. Scoot back a little. She gets a bit big.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly huffed, looking back at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra inched back, but Stern kept waving her back until a few feet separated her from Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, first perk increase,” Stern said as his fingers flexed through the pattern. 
 
      
 
    Cyra inhaled sharply when Pawly went from a large house cat to the size of a small lion. “Goodness, you’re amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly preened. 
 
      
 
    “Second increase,” Stern said and he rotated his wrist through the pattern. 
 
      
 
    Twin furred tentacles rose above Pawly’s shoulders, and Cyra froze as she stared at them. 
 
      
 
    “And the last one,” Stern said as the fingers of his right hand danced in the correct pattern. 
 
      
 
    Pawly appeared to be a foot to the left in the span of a blink. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Cyra asked, shocked at Pawly’s sudden movement. Her mouth fell open, as Pawly was a foot and a half to the right now. 
 
      
 
    “Weird, right?” Stern chuckled. “Extend your hand to where Pawly had been sitting.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra reached out and, when her hand met fur with nothing there, she froze again. A heartbeat later, Pawly appeared exactly where she’d been the whole time. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Cyra asked in wonder. 
 
      
 
    “An illusion that shifts where she seems to be. If she’s touched, it reverts back to her real location. If you stop touching her for a second, she starts shifting again.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra removed her hand and Pawly appeared two feet to the left of where she’d been. 
 
      
 
    “She’s amazing...” Cyra said in wonder. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and headbutted her chest. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t she appear like normal that time?” Cyra asked, looking at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t break if she touches something, just if something touches her,” Stern said, having noticed it before. 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said. “Pawly, path dungeon. You’re lead. We’ll follow, with Cyra between us. Cyra, do you know how to use a weapon?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra shook her head. “Not really. I can stab things if needed, though.” 
 
      
 
    Stern pulled one of his sheathed daggers free and handed it to her. “Stab if they get close enough. Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra held the dagger, looking at it for a long moment before swallowing. “No.” The word was a whisper. 
 
      
 
    Stern swayed in place, Cyra’s gratitude hitting him hard. Shaking his head, he got to his feet. “Pawly, we follow, your majesty.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and started down the path. 
 
      
 
    Stern held out a hand to Cyra. “Ready to be stronger?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked up at him with bright eyes. “Yes,” she said with conviction, taking his hand and coming to her feet. 
 
      
 
    The top of her head only came up to his chin and he smiled. “Follow Pawly. I’m right behind you, keeping you safe.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra turned away, her cheeks red. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t bother to correct her, drawing one of his daggers and trailing her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly led them to a small clearing where the path split around a handful of saplings. Pawly stopped at the fork and looked back at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we should let Cyra shine,” Stern smiled at Pawly. “If you don’t mind, Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed hard. “You want me to go in there?” Her question came with fast breathing as she panicked. 
 
      
 
    “Easy...” Stern said softly, touching her shoulder. “I just want you to use your perk and let Pawly know where the mobs are.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Cyra exhaled heavily, her fear fading as quickly as it had come. “Of course.” She closed her eyes and willed her perk to work. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt a small pulse of energy pass through him and nodded. Pawly shook herself, having felt something similar. Okay, that could be a problem in more powerful dungeons with intelligent mobs. 
 
      
 
    “Two,” Cyra whispered. “In the stand of saplings, one on either side. Both are in the branches.” 
 
      
 
    “Any information on them?” Stern asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, no,” Cyra said, deflating. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. It’s a basic perk,” Stern said. “Pawly was just a house cat before being able to turn into what she can now. Just think of what your perk could be if it upgrades.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded slowly, giving it some thought. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, you’re on point.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and stalked forward, ready for the attack from above. She edged to the left side of the path, her tentacles down but ready to strike. The other two stayed put, though Stern had stepped in front of Cyra, ready to throw his dagger. 
 
      
 
    The creature was fast and, if they hadn’t known to be prepared, both Stern and Pawly might have been taken by surprise. The snake launched itself from the tree— it was long, thick, and had aimed to land squarely on Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly shifted aside, her tentacles slapping the snake monster and pushing it away. The moment the snake hit the ground, Pawly pounced. It tried to jerk away, but Pawly managed to grab it behind the head and bit down hard. 
 
      
 
    Cyra gagged slightly when Pawly almost severed its head. Turning away, she breathed deeply, trying to not vomit. Stern looked back at her with a raised eyebrow and shook his head. Pawly spat the dead snake out and went trotting around the path to the other side, where she repeated the performance. 
 
      
 
    As Pawly dealt with the second mob, Stern turned to Cyra. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That was…” Cyra exhaled slowly, then looked past Stern to where the snake was fading into the ground. “Sorry… it just looked so real.” 
 
      
 
    “It is real,” Stern said. “Deadly real. The only difference is that there’s no clean-up, which is good and bad. A snake that size would be worth a good amount to a tanner, but if the dungeon let us loot the bodies, what would be the point for those who hunt outside of dungeons?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point,” Cyra said as she watched Pawly kill the second one. She shuddered, but didn’t turn away this time. “I can do this. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Stern touched her shoulder, drawing her eyes up to his. “Don’t apologize so much. We all have things we have a hard time dealing with. Maybe you’ll find that being a Walker isn’t for you, and there’s no shame in that.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stared into his eyes and shook her head. “No. I need to be a Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Stern inhaled slowly as her conviction hit him. “Okay, then let’s move on. There are more of these to kill before we find the boss.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly came trotting up to them, dragging the second snake behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Yup, you’re a mighty hunter,” Stern chuckled. “Cyra doesn’t care for the dead, though.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly paused a few feet away from them and dropped it. Looking around, she turned and kicked dirt onto the carcass. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “It’s okay, Pawly. I’m learning. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed quietly before trotting down the path, leaving the snake where it lay. 
 
      
 
    “She likes you,” Stern said as they walked behind the cat. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Like you, she makes me feel safe,” Cyra said, her cheeks heating. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt the quick surge of emotion, and his pace slowed for a second. Breathing slowly, he watched Cyra and wondered about what he’d felt. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The clearings came and went with Cyra telling them how many snakes there were. Pawly killed them all with little difficulty. None of them came close to landing on Pawly with her illusion going, and she dispatched them with single bites to the back of the head. 
 
      
 
    They all paused outside of the last room, and Stern frowned at what he was seeing. There was a body of water with trees thrusting out of it. The water was brackish and had a lot of dead leaves, limbs, and a downed tree in it. A small path led around the edge of the pool. 
 
      
 
    “It’s in the stand of trees,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “And will go into the water,” Stern said. “Water snakes are such a pain. They swim too damned well. It’ll use the debris to hide and try to ambush us that way. I bet that tree would support us if we were stupid enough to get on it.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Pawly, stay on the edge. I’m going to throw some stones into the water. That should bring it down to investigate. Once Cyra says it’s in the water, just splash the edge and get ready to attack it.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and stalked around the left edge of the pond. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, keep your perk going, please. Tell us as soon as it comes out of the trees,” Stern said. He set his bag down and started to dig for the rocks he’d collected on the way to the city. 
 
      
 
    “You’re carrying rocks?” Cyra asked as she closed her eyes and focused on Life Sense. 
 
      
 
    “Always be prepared,” Stern said. “Dad loves that saying.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra listened to him as she felt the snake in the trees— it was shifting about as if interested in what was happening. “It’s moving, but it’s still in the trees.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Once it hits the water, we need to be quiet so it’ll go for Pawly. Snakes don’t hear exactly, but they can still follow sounds.” Finding the stones he’d gathered, Stern left his bag where it was and stood. “Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    Gripping the flat stone, he aimed for the trees. When he snapped his wrist, the rock went skipping across the water. It failed to make it all the way, but Stern’s aim had been good. With a grunt, he flung the next one and it leapt across the water, slamming into the trees. 
 
      
 
    “It’s down,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly,” Stern said before he knelt and readied his dagger. 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled and slapped the water with both tentacles, then paced to the side. She glanced toward Cyra, who nodded and pointed at the water. Pawly slapped the water again and moved a bit farther to the side. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, the snake lashed up from the pond, striking at where Pawly appeared to be standing. It passed through the illusion as Pawly slapped it with clawed tentacles. Blood flew and the snake whipped back the other way, striking out again. Again, it hit the image of Pawly but not her. Pawly yowled and slapped it again before the snake whipped back into the water, bleeding from deep gouges. Pawly yowled one more time, then hit the water as she pounced after it. 
 
      
 
    Stern yelled as he stood, eyes wide as he watched the thrashing in the water. “Dammit, Pawly! It’s better in the water than you are!” 
 
      
 
    Cyra fidgeted wondering what she could do to help. 
 
      
 
    Heartbeats felt like eons, but Pawly dragged herself up onto the edge of the bank, soaking wet. Cyra exhaled along with Stern— both of them looked at the drenched cat, worried for her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly huffed and waved a paw at Stern from where she was on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled again. “Go home. We’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern pointed at the glowing orb on the log in the pond. “Pawly killed it.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about her?” Cyra asked worriedly. “Is she okay? Can we dry her off?” 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled. “She’s fine. When I call her back, she’ll be dry and preening.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sighed in relief and looked sheepish. “Sorry. I just worry for her.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I, even though I know she’s immortal as long as I’m alive,” Stern said. “Come on, the dungeon is done. It’s time to get your perk, loot, and badge.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked at him, then crushed him in a hug. Stern froze as Cyra’s face pressed into his chest. He kept his hands away from her, not wanting to make her uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Cyra sobbed. 
 
      
 
    Feeling her joy and hearing her sob, Stern lightly placed his arms around her. “You’re welcome, Cyra. One dungeon down, but more to go, right?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sniffled and nodded. “If… if you’ll be there…?” 
 
      
 
    The emotions that hit Stern were tangled, jumbled, and messy, and he didn’t want to look at them too closely right then. “Yeah. Pawly likes you, so it makes it an easy decision.” 
 
      
 
    “I like her, too,” Cyra said as she let go of him and turned her back to him. “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No apologies. Joy is a good thing. Touch the orb and you’ll be taken to the store. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said. She wiped at her face before jumping onto the log, which didn’t move an inch. She quickly crossed to the orb and touched it. 
 
      
 
    Stern got his bag back in order and hefted it onto his back. “Well… this isn’t how I thought I would do things… but it feels right.” 
 
      
 
    With a smile, he went to join Cyra. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked and saw the shop around him. Cyra was speaking with Ria at the counter and looking at the three pages between the two women. Cyra already had her badge pinned to her clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Looking at your perks?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Cyra jerked slightly, then nodded. “Yes. I had no idea it would be so hard to choose.” 
 
      
 
    “It can be,” Ria said. “Other times, the pick is simple and easy.” 
 
      
 
    “Would…?” Cyra began before trailing off for a moment. “Would you give me your advice, Stern?” 
 
      
 
    “If you want,” Stern said, going to stand beside her. “Perks are a personal choice, though. This is something you’ll never be able to change.” 
 
      
 
    “But members of a crew often give each other advice to better synergize with each other,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “True...” Stern said slowly, having felt Cyra’s hope surge at Ria’s words. “Okay, Cyra, let’s start with the first one.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up the first page, he studied it for a moment. Sprinter; run on, runner. Can go to full speed in a moment, and runs faster than others. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously you wanted to be quicker when you were younger,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I ran away from a lot of conflicts,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s understandable,” Stern said, putting the paper down. “What about the next one?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra handed it to him and Stern gave it a good look over. Improved Life Sense 1; Help others know when life surrounds you. Those in your crew will know where you have felt life. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, that can be very useful if we’re trying to be quiet,” Stern said. “It also means that there will be other increases to that perk in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Ria smiled, “making it a good option.” 
 
      
 
    “The third one is also good,” Cyra said, handing him the last page. 
 
      
 
    Exchanging pages with Cyra, Stern scanned the last option. Minor Life; bandages? We don’t need no stinking bandages. Refresh an ally with life, close minor wounds, and negate the least of poisons. Usable once per day. 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at the page intently. “Cyra, this is…” He trailed off, trying to find the right words. “Healing of any kind is rare. It’s why the alchemists do such good business. The salves and potions they make are almost always the only healing Walkers get.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra took the paper back and stared at it. “This would be helpful? Even though it’s only usable once per day?” 
 
      
 
    “Usable once right now, but it’ll likely have ways to improve it,” Stern told her. “Like the improvement option for Life Sense.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced from the second page to the third and back. “Both are useful... One would make it easier for Pawly to know where the monsters are. This one would be good if you get injured, but Pawly is the one who fights for us, and you said she heals when she leaves.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Stern said. “The healing one will make you a valuable addition to any crew, though. That perk might be enough to save a life long enough for a salve or potion to be used, and if it does improve, it’ll only be more valuable.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I trust you. I’ll take this one,” Cyra told Ria, holding the third page out to her. 
 
      
 
    The page dissolved into light and rushed into Cyra, who gasped. She would have fallen if Stern hadn’t grabbed her and held her. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to warn you about that,” Stern said as he waited for the change to pass. 
 
      
 
    “A good choice,” Ria smiled as she collected the other two pages. 
 
      
 
    Cyra shuddered and held onto Stern as the moment passed. “That was…” 
 
      
 
    “Like a full-body sneeze from the inside,” Stern said. “Dad said it was your DNA being rewritten.” 
 
      
 
    “DNA?” Cyra asked, looking puzzled as Stern got her standing again. 
 
      
 
    “Skip it. He says a lot of weird stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for your points?” Ria asked, her smile a little off. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, please,” Cyra said. “Maybe I can get some equipment so I can be more useful?” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra,” Stern said cautiously, “I, uh... was going to get you outfitted in Darkstone, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked at him before looking away and brushing at one of her ears. “I can’t pay you back...” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Stern said, aware of Ria watching him, “I was thinking. You want to advance to the north, which means clearing the dungeons. I’m going that way myself. If you wanted, we could form a small crew. We’ll need more for the second three dungeons and beyond, obviously, but uh... I can get you through the next two, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s eyebrow rose and she looked at Cyra. She had turned away slightly from Stern and was holding one of her ears down over an eye, stroking it repeatedly. 
 
      
 
    “You… don’t mind? I almost got you killed.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you didn’t. That ass and his father almost got me killed. All you’ve done is be a good person. Besides, Pawly likes you, and... well, she’ll get upset if you leave.” 
 
      
 
    Happiness surged in Cyra, but also sadness. “We can’t disappoint Pawly. I’d like to stay with you… her, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said, struggling to separate his own feelings from Cyra’s. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re ready for your points,” Ria said into the sudden silence, looking back and forth between them. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Ria,” Stern said. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern received thirty-seven points for killing the monsters. You each received ten points for clearing the dungeon. As a crew, you have one hundred and forty-eight points. No points were awarded for style or traps, as there were none to clear.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded as he considered the point distribution. 
 
      
 
    “How does that work?” Cyra asked. “The crew points?” 
 
      
 
    “Crew points are normally spent according to the majority of the crew. If a contract has been signed, then the leader might be the one who gets those points to spend.” 
 
      
 
    “We can split them evenly,” Stern told Cyra. “That won’t give you enough for the best of the low-grade items, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you mean it when you said you’d get me outfitted?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I give you all the points, then, since I can’t pay you otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “All points are given to Stern to spend,” Ria said. “I have approved of this.” 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned at Ria, then sighed. “Okay. Two hundred and five points in total. Collars with a single rune slot?” 
 
      
 
    A wide pink band with a single rune slot appeared under the glass of the counter. “The color can be switched, if you’d like,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred.” 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed. “I’ll take it in pink. She liked her pink ribbon. I still have no idea what happened to it.” 
 
      
 
    “That leaves you with five points,” Ria said as the collar appeared on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Stern picked up the collar and pulled out the fire rune he’d been holding onto before applying it into the collar. “Anything for five points?” 
 
      
 
    A single chocolate square appeared under the glass. 
 
      
 
    “Done. It’s for Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked when the confection appeared in front of her on the counter. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “For you,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at the collar in his hands, then at the chocolate. “You… you mean the candy, right?” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked, feeling her trepidation. He looked at the collar he was holding and chuckled. “Sorry, the collar is for Pawly. The chocolate is for you.” 
 
      
 
    The relief was clear in her face as she timidly picked up the chocolate. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you both safe runs,” Ria said just before she vanished. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she wasn’t real?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “As real as Pawly, I’m sure,” Stern said. “There’s a lot of contention over the storekeepers. Are they fragments of people who passed and wanted to help the Walkers, or perhaps the Goddess created them just for this reason? No one really knows and they refuse to explain it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a lot to learn,” Cyra said softly, quickly eating the candy. Her eyes widened at the flavor— she’d never had chocolate as good as this one. 
 
      
 
    “I can help. It’ll take a few days to travel between the cities, so we’ll have time,” Stern said. “On that note, I’d rather leave the city tonight and camp on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Leaving this city behind is for the best,” Cyra said, her sadness surging. 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed as he pushed down the grief. “Today is the first step on a long road,” he said, “but you’ll have friends beside you for it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at him and smiled before looking back at the collar. “She likes pink?” 
 
      
 
    “She liked the pink ribbon I’d gotten her. Was a little sad when it disappeared, so this is the next best thing. Since it’s an enchanted item, it’ll scale with her size change and the rune on it will let her do even more damage.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she’ll love it,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “The door leads out to the city. I’ll summon Pawly in her base form, give her the collar, and then we’ll head straight out unless we need to get your stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “All I have is a few more pieces of clothing like these,” Cyra said, looking down at her patchwork clothes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get you better, and warmer…” Stern trailed off. “Maybe we should stay in the city tonight instead. The nights get cold right now.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Cyra said quickly. “Please, I want to leave. I can handle the cold.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said, feeling her rising panic. “Out of the dungeon and out of the city. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra was the first one out the door, and Stern was right behind her. 
 
      
 
    Stern knelt when he left the store behind. Pawly was already forming by the time his knee touched the ground. “Hey, Cyra got you a present,” Stern said, showing her the collar. 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked at it, then at Cyra, and chuffed. 
 
      
 
    “You like pink?” Cyra asked, not wanting to correct Stern in front of Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed again and extended her neck to Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern got the collar buckled on. “It won’t pull off, so be careful about trying to squeeze into places. I want to double-check that it sizes like it’s supposed to, as well.” 
 
      
 
    He worked his fingers in the right pattern and Pawly expanded in front of him, nearly knocking him down. Stern exhaled when the collar expanded with her. 
 
      
 
    “It has a fire rune on it,” Stern told her. “Anytime you damage something, it should heat slightly.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, headbutting him and knocking him onto his ass. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “I think she likes it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern chuckled. “Go thank her, furball.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly stood up and slunk over to Cyra, purring as she rubbed against her legs. 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled and used both hands to pet Pawly. “Who’s a pretty girl, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Stern got to his feet and stretched, looking at the shaft that would take them back up to the city streets. “Pawly, we’re leaving the town and going back to Brightstone. Cyra is going to be part of our crew.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and bumped Cyra harder, staggering the lykian. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for accepting me,” Cyra whispered as she knelt and hugged Pawly tightly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to dismiss you until we settle down for the night or if trouble comes up,” Stern said. “I know you hate walking between cities.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed. 
 
      
 
    “Go home,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly faded away and Cyra gasped, as she clearly saw Pawly’s exit this time. “That was... disconcerting, her eyes and teeth staying longest.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Scared a lot of people when we were younger,” Stern nodded. “You ready?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stood up straight and nodded. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Next leg of our journey: Brightstone,” Stern said, walking to the ladder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    The guards nodded to them as they went past, and Stern gave them a curt nod in return. His steps were sure as he led the way out of the city. The sun was nearing the horizon already, and Stern briefly considered staying the night in an inn. The memory of Cyra asking him to leave tonight came back and he kept walking. 
 
      
 
    Cyra followed Stern, her steps quick to match his longer stride. She caught sight of people seeing them and stepping aside and shrank in on herself. After a minute, she realized that people weren’t watching her as they moved, but Stern. Her insecurity vanished as anger came forward. 
 
      
 
    “Easy...” Stern said as he kept moving. “I’m used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nearly stumbled. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You felt worried and anxious, and now you feel angry. Well, felt angry. You must have noticed them shying away from us.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra didn’t know what to say, but her anger dimmed as she tried to understand how he knew. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you when we stop for the night,” Stern said as he kept up his pace. 
 
      
 
    Cyra shook her head and continued to walk quickly to keep up with him. He might be slouched and moving at an easy pace for him, but it was a fast walk for her. 
 
      
 
    “I thought about stocking up on provisions, but we can hit the inn tomorrow night and make it a moot point,” Stern said idly. “We’ll only get a few hours of walking in before we’ll have to stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Cyra said, her breath a little ragged. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll slow down once we’re outside the city,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra didn’t reply, focused on keeping pace with him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The guards at the gate gave them a questioning look as they left the city. One of the men on the wall called out to them, “A room at an inn is better than a tumble behind a bush!” 
 
      
 
    Cyra hunched farther as laughter followed them. A pang of worry shot through her as she thought about what the guard said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said and eased up his pace. “Not even if you offered. You need time to accept what you’re doing and why.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra was glad he slackened his speed— she fell into step beside him, breathing a little fast. “How do you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t,” Stern said, “not exactly.” He exhaled deeply before continuing, “One of the perks I was born with lets me feel what others feel... makes me feel would be more accurate. If someone hates me, I feel that hatred, and well... it makes me angry, too.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra inhaled slowly as she thought about some of the things that she’d felt near him. “Uh…” 
 
      
 
    Stern scratched his cheek. “Yeah... awkward, isn’t it? Hence why I said not even if you offered right now. Your whole life was just flipped upside down. You have a little hero worship.” Stern snorted. “Saying that about myself is just odd, but mostly, you’re confused and hopeful about achieving your dream. The core of sadness is still there, though. The loss of all of your family still eats at you, and there’s residual anger over Skippy, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “You know me so well,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t,” Stern said. “I just feel you. The closer I am physically to someone, the more they impress on me, but with your feelings and what you’ve been through, I can figure it out.” Taking another deep breath, he added, “I understand the loneliness you feel. Outside of my family, that was me— I had my family and Pawly and that was it. Friends… well, that never worked out. I knew who liked me or didn’t, and the few that did, didn’t like that I always knew how they felt and ended up hating me.” 
 
      
 
    “But you have family,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the oldest. I know my brothers and sisters love me, but they also resented me some. They thought I got special treatment. Mother told me that was natural with siblings, but it still weighed on me,” Stern said, a little surprised that he was sharing so much with Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “You left?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, but they all knew. They made sure I had enough to get by, and helped me get to Darkstone to attend the academy. Dad was a little flummoxed by my decision to go it without their help, but he agreed. They had a small party when I left, gave me the gifts, and sent me off.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sniffled slightly. “Your family sounds wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    Stern mentally kicked himself. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it up like that.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cyra said quickly. “It’s nice. I just wonder if it would have been the same for me if…?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know anything about their deaths?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just that they died in the north looking for another dungeon,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips pursed. “Do you know what that means?” 
 
      
 
    “They were Walkers.” 
 
      
 
    “They died a little over ten years ago?” 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen, at least,” Cyra replied curiously. “I was a small child.” 
 
      
 
    “That means they were prismatic, at least,” Stern said softly. “A bit before they…” He trailed off, thinking. 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at him. “Stern?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I just think that it’s odd that your parents died and none of their crew helped your grandmother,” Stern said tightly. “It goes against the Walker code.” 
 
      
 
    “They might not have known,” Cyra said. “She was my mother’s mother. She had a different name.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stared into the slowly darkening sky. “Did your mother not get along with your grandmother? No... if that was the case, how did you end up with her?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra felt a pit of sadness open in her heart. “I don’t know. I can’t even see their faces. My first memory that I can recall easily is my fifth birthday. Just me and Gran. She’d managed to get a small cake for me and told me how happy they would’ve been if they could have been there. It wasn’t for another year before she admitted that they were dead and weren’t just running dungeons and unable to come home.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stumbled when Cyra’s sadness welled up. Catching himself, he exhaled. “We should stop for the night. It’s getting dark.” The sun had vanished and the sky was slowly losing the little light that remained. 
 
      
 
    Cyra sniffled. “Sorry. I’ll try harder.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said, touching her shoulder. “Holding it in will be worse. It’s okay to be sad. I’ll be fine. Come on, we’ll have a cold camp tonight, but we’ll be moving with the morning sun.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the road, Stern found a mostly clear spot, and started to get his tent set up. Cyra watched him, asking questions. Stern slowed what he was doing and explained how the tent was set up. It was dark by the time he finished. 
 
      
 
    Both of them climbed into the tent and he tied it closed, shivering a little as he did. He pulled his blankets from the bag and handed one to Cyra. He wrapped the other around himself as he pulled jerky from the bag, passing some over. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Stern just nodded and chewed his own dinner. He was glad it wasn’t raining, at least, as that would’ve been even worse. Cyra shivered and Stern tried to ignore it. 
 
      
 
    When they were both done eating, Stern was shivering more, as was Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Stern?” Cyra asked softly. “Can we share the blankets?” 
 
      
 
    “Just the blankets,” Stern said firmly, his teeth chattering slightly. 
 
      
 
    Cyra agreed and shifted to lie down with her back to him, and Stern put his back to her. Once they were in place, they shared their blankets with each other. That put their clothed backs together, allowing them to get a little more warmth. 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed as he lay there, feeling Cyra’s emotions churn. He wrestled with his own emotions on top of hers and did his best to ignore them all. Thankfully, Cyra’s emotional turmoil settled after a few minutes. He exhaled, glad that she’d managed to control herself, and he smiled when he heard the lightest snore from behind him. 
 
      
 
    Well, that explains that, he thought as he closed his own eyes. Poor girl, he sighed. Not only did she not have her parents, but she was basically on the streets as a child. I had my parents and a comfortable life... Finding out about her parents will be a problem unless she knows what last name they had, but I don’t think she does... Could her grandmother have been lying about them? 
 
      
 
    As those thoughts swirled around in his head, he finally managed to slip into slumber. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern mumbled as he started to wake, the last vestiges of a nightmare fading away. A large rabbit with fangs had been chasing him, and vines kept trying to entangle him. As he opened his eyes, he frowned at something holding him in place. His brief surge of panic faded when he saw the tent around him. 
 
      
 
    Warm breath tickled the back of his neck and he froze in place again. The feeling of being held was reinforced when the arm on his torso and the leg around his squeezed slightly. A soft snore sent a shiver down his spine, and he exhaled slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra?” Stern called to her. 
 
      
 
    Another mumble and the limbs tightening on him was her only reply. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra?” Stern called out a little louder, as her pressing into his back was starting to cause problems for him. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” Cyra murmured, her dream of holding a fluffy kitten dissolving away. 
 
      
 
    “Can you, uh… can you let go of me, please?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s eyes fluttered open and her breath caught in her throat. She pushed away from him, her face going crimson. She was out from under the blankets and against the side of the tent in seconds. “Oh, no…!” 
 
      
 
    Stern, feeling her panic, exhaled. “It’s okay, Cyra. It’s okay. Calm yourself,” Stern said soothingly as he continued to lie where he was. 
 
      
 
    “But—!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern cut her off gently. “You didn’t molest me. You were just trying to get as much warmth as you could. We were both asleep. No one is at fault here.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra started to calm a little, hearing his tone and words. “I’m sorry...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, but I imagine if it’d been the other way, I’d deserve a slap,” Stern chuckled as he rolled over to give her a smile. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s lips trembled. She didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, my hand would have been in a spot that should get a guy slapped, so...” Stern chuckled again as he sat up. “It’s fine. Not many men will ever complain about a woman holding them when they wake up. Besides, like I said, it was just an unconscious need for warmth. We were both warm when we woke up.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled as her nerves settled. “I’m still sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pick up more blankets in the next city,” Stern said. “We should get things packed up, though. We have a good trek ahead of us to reach the inn for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the tent flap and her face burned as she considered what she had to ask. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a small spade attached to the bag,” Stern told her. “And a… a cleaning stone attached to the handle. Ever used one?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cyra said, wondering what a cleaning stone was. 
 
      
 
    “Ah. When you’re done, just hold the stone and will yourself to be clean. It... takes care of it.” Seeing her confusion, his cheeks heated. “The magic removes anything left behind.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face blazed and she nodded. “Isn’t that expensive?” 
 
      
 
    “Gift from my mother,” Stern said, not looking her way. “Said it was invaluable to Walkers. She’s not wrong. They’re a bit expensive for points. You can get them with iron level and up, normally, but they have a good market outside of dungeons because of how useful they are.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Cyra said, quickly untying the tent and grabbing the small spade from the backpack. 
 
      
 
    Stern let her go before he flopped onto his back and sighed. “This is going to take some getting used to...” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    They talked mostly about dungeons, with Stern trying to explain various things to Cyra. While she had taken the course, it was obvious that she shouldn’t have passed. Stern was as happy to explain as she was eager to learn. Her eagerness made the conversation easier for both of them, even when Stern had to repeat something a few times. 
 
      
 
    Stern also slowed his pace. Cyra needed to go slower at points, as she clearly wasn’t in the best shape for extended physical exertion. Stern wondered if taking a month or two just to get her into better shape wouldn’t be a good thing to do— better food and exercise would do most of it, but he felt like she would benefit in learning some self-defense. 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting when they reached a small farming town. Stern was glad when he saw the inn, knowing that would mean a warm night. The day hadn’t been bad, but as night approached, a light wind had picked up, making it colder. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be staying here for the night,” Stern told Cyra. “I want a hot bath, some warm food, and a soft bed. We’ll end up spending another night camping before we reach Brightstone.” 
 
      
 
    “But… won’t it cost?” Cyra asked, rubbing at her arms. 
 
      
 
    “Not a lot,” Stern said. “The benefits outweigh the cost. You’re not ready for a lot of hard traveling yet, so we’ll be taking comfort when we can.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, a pang of guilt hitting her. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I have some ideas, but we can talk after dinner,” Stern said. “There’s no reason for you to feel guilty.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at him, taking a slow breath. “It’s a little unfair. You know how I feel, but I have no idea how you feel.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a curse, not a blessing,” Stern said bleakly. “If I could minimize it to only those I wanted to feel, maybe I’d think differently. As it is, though, it’s a curse.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching the inn, Stern led Cyra into the warmth of the taproom. A fire burned in the big fireplace that took up a third of one wall. The room itself was a bar— tables took up most of the floor and the majority of them were filled. Stern grimaced when people looked their way. He did his best to ignore the looks and anger as he approached the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Innkeep, two rooms, meals for tonight and in the morning, and baths,” Stern told the jovial fat man behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper’s smile faded when he saw Stern, but he nodded. “Four large copper for the both of you.” 
 
      
 
    Stern pulled out the coin purse he kept in his belt pouch. He had the coins on the counter a moment later. “Four. We’ll be using the bath first. Have the meals and drinks delivered to my room in an hour, please?” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” the innkeeper said, his smile coming back to him. “Preferences?” 
 
      
 
    “Mulled wine. I want to forget the cold,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, two?” Cyra half-asked. 
 
      
 
    “Easily done,” the innkeeper said. “We have some leftover chops from yesterday, or a stew made tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Stew,” Cyra said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “For both of us,” Stern added. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “No thanks needed, Walker,” the innkeeper said. “If you hadn’t been wearing that badge, I would have worried.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I get that a lot,” Stern sighed. “Maybe spread the word for me? I can feel the daggers in my back already.” 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper looked past Stern and sighed. “Can’t blame them, but I’ll see if a few words to the right ears doesn’t back some of it off. Room twelve for you and eleven for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern said. “Cyra, the bath should be down that hall. I’ll be there after I drop off my bag in the room.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the people watching them before turning back to Stern. “I’d like to see the room.” 
 
      
 
    Her anxiety was high, so Stern just nodded. They went upstairs to the third floor and found their rooms. He pointed to hers, then went into his. 
 
      
 
    It took him a few minutes to drop his bag, armor, and odds and ends, and he dug out his other clothing so he could change after bathing and wash his clothing. He paused when he remembered that Cyra didn’t have extra clothing. 
 
      
 
    Two of the groups downstairs looked like merchants with guards... One of them might have something, Stern thought. Picking up his coin purse, he pulled a few coins out before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Cyra came out of her room as he was shutting his door. “I… don’t have extra clothing,” she said awkwardly. “Will they mind if I wash my clothes?” 
 
      
 
    “Most inns don’t,” Stern said. “Some even have lines in the bath to hang them while you soak. Have you used an inn bath before?” 
 
      
 
    “Only the lowest of inns, and even then, very sparingly,” Cyra said, her cheeks red. “Normally during the worst storms.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I can understand that,” Stern said. “I’m going to talk to the merchants real quick, so go ahead and hit the bath. I’ll be right there. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra paused on the stairs and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra headed for the bath and Stern singled out the first man he thought was a merchant. The guards at the table all looked up and a few touched their weapons when he approached. 
 
      
 
    “Not blighted, but a Walker,” the man Stern wanted to talk to said. “How unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “Been called worse,” Stern said, doing his best to be civil with the hatred and anger around him. “I was hoping you had spare clothing for sale.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s eyes flickered to the hall, then back to Stern. “For her?” 
 
      
 
    “Just something she can wear while her clothing dries. Preferably something modest,” Stern said, making sure there was no room for misunderstanding. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... If it doesn’t have to fit too well, then yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough that she could wear it in public and, if it’s a little loose, that’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Eight copper,” the merchant said. 
 
      
 
    Stern thought about haggling, but shook his head. He tossed one of the large coppers to the man. “A little extra if I can have it quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” the merchant laughed. He pointed to one of his guards. “The cast-offs, grab the best that might fit her.” 
 
      
 
    The guard grunted and got up, leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    “Which way are you heading?” the merchant asked. 
 
      
 
    “Brightstone. I’ll be getting her better clothing there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thought that might be the case. Taking a lesser under your wing to teach her how to be a Walker?” 
 
      
 
    The man’s tone and lustful emotions had Stern going blank-faced. “She lost her family. I’m helping her find her feet so she can survive.” 
 
      
 
    The merchant blinked. “Oh, I see.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. I’m sure others are thinking the same thing,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t blame us,” one of the guards, a dwarven female, grunted. “You come in with weapons, armor, and gear, and she’s in near rags. Looked more like you grabbed a street-girl for… reasons. If not for her badge, that is, but even with that, it might still be that way. And with the way you look…?” she shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I got it,” Stern said flatly. “I’m not that kind of guy.” 
 
      
 
    The guard nodded. “Good.” 
 
      
 
    The other guard returned with a handful of clothing, which he gave to Stern. Stern took them without bothering to look them over. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Good evening,” Stern said, turning on his heel and going toward the bath. 
 
      
 
    The merchant watched him go with an appraising look. 
 
      
 
    Knocking on the bathroom door, Stern announced himself. “Cyra? Is it safe to come in?” 
 
      
 
    “One second!” she called back before he heard wood scraping on wood. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Cracking the door open, he saw the divider had been drawn. Exhaling in relief, he stepped in and shut the door. Stern draped her new clothing over the divider. 
 
      
 
    “A change of clothes for you. It’s probably not the best stuff, but maybe it’ll be enough for tonight and tomorrow, at least,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Cyra said, a rush of happiness and embarrassment rolling out of her. 
 
      
 
    “You understand the bath, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I figured it out. I’m washing my clothing first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be doing the same. We have a little time before they bring dinner to the room, so don’t rush.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Stern closed his divider and set about washing his clothes. He’d gotten them strung up on the line when he heard a pleased sigh from Cyra, then felt a wave of happiness. He smiled, but the image of her sinking into the tub sprang up in his mind. 
 
      
 
    With a mental sigh, he pushed the image away. Don’t be the guy they thought you were, he chided himself, getting the water running for his own soak. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Stern cleared his throat. “Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking... when we finish the dungeon in Darkstone, we might want to take a bit of time. I’m not trying to be mean, so please don’t take this the wrong way, but I think we need to work on getting you in better shape.” 
 
      
 
    Fear, embarrassment, and sadness hit Stern, but then it was all pushed down by determination. Cyra’s voice was firm when she asked, “Will that help me be a better Walker?” 
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily, but I think it’d be for the best. There might be times when we have to run from something, and I want you to be able to keep up with everyone. I’d, uh... be willing to teach you some self-defense, too. The same stuff my parents taught me. People will find it hard to manhandle you if you learn it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed, her emotions tangling up. “To make me better? Or because I’m hindering you?” 
 
      
 
    “The first. Only the first. It’ll mean finding a place to stay for a few months and seriously training. We can take some of the local quests to help offset the costs. Between the physical training, I could teach you more about being a Walker, too.” 
 
      
 
    Her hope bloomed the brightest amongst her tangled emotions. “You think I could do what I wanted to then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. The training won’t be easy, though. I want you to understand that I’ll push you the same way my parents pushed me. If you can manage it, you’ll be far beyond what most Walkers our level can do.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” 
 
      
 
    The feelings behind that single word made Stern swallow. “Okay. If you change your mind, it’s okay, too. I just wanted you to consider it for now. We still have to get to Brightstone and clear its dungeon for you before we go to Darkstone.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled. She thought about how much Stern was doing for her and her heart sped up a little. “I understand. I want to grow and advance and if that will be the best way to do it, then I’d like to.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah... y-yeah. Okay,” Stern stammered, feeling her rising tide of emotion. “Let’s not take too much longer soaking, we both want the food to be hot, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of water sloshing got Stern thinking of Cyra standing up in the tub. He shook his head as he ignored the image and started to get out himself. 
 
      
 
    He got quickly dressed and had his damp clothing in hand. “Cyra, you done?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but these clothes are a little big.” 
 
      
 
    “Too big?” 
 
      
 
    “I would need a belt for the pants.” 
 
      
 
    “If you hold them up, will they work to get to the room?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I have some rope in my bag. We can fashion you something to keep them tied up.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm... Can you take my old clothes then?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern said, feeling her rising embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, uh... can you get the divider for me, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    When he moved the divider, he understood why she’d asked for help— the shirt was easily two sizes too large for her, but with it tucked into her pants, it was passable. The pants were far from the right size. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see if we can make them work with some rope. If not, then they can be used just to get from bath to room,” Stern said. “Go ahead. I’ll grab your clothing.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, keeping her eyes averted as she held her pants in place and left the room. Stern made a mental note to never buy another thing from the merchant who’d sold him the clothes. Draping Cyra’s clothing on his other shoulder, Stern left the bathroom behind. 
 
      
 
    Back in the room, Stern found an older belt in his pack and was able to use it instead of a rope to help secure Cyra’s pants. Cyra thanked him again when she was able to let go of them. 
 
      
 
    “You can easily wear those over your other clothing tomorrow,” Stern said. “Might make things a little warmer for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Cyra said, nodding. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Stern opened it for the maid, who brought their food and drinks in. When she was gone, Stern took his seat at the table across from Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Smells good,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Stern said as his stomach growled. “We’ll be leaving just after daybreak, so I suggest sleeping after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded as she took her first bite. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Stern walked along silently. Cyra was beside him, thinking over what they’d been talking about— Stern was glad that she was clearly pondering their conversation. 
 
      
 
    Looking up at the sky, he knew they’d be stopping for the night soon. The city would be a half-day ahead of them still, and he didn’t want to push too hard. He’d kept their pace slow to not tax Cyra too much. 
 
      
 
    The chill wind was picking up again and he knew it’d be another cold night. If they stopped a little earlier, they could at least have a fire for a bit. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to set up just up ahead,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded absently, as she was still lost in thought. Stern smiled and watched her for a moment. Turning his gaze back to the road, he started looking for the best place to set camp for the night. 
 
      
 
    The sun was just reaching the horizon when he found a small cutout off the road. “There,” Stern pointed, heading for the spot. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Cyra asked, blinking. 
 
      
 
    “We’re stopping for the night. You’ve been thinking for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a hard question,” Cyra said. “I don’t think there’s a right answer.” 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t,” Stern admitted. “It’s a personal question, so it’s different for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “What about for you?” Cyra asked as they stepped off the road. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll likely find out in time. All Walkers do. Most of the powerful Walkers are on their third or fourth crew by the time they reach the prismatic badges. There’s a reason there are so few of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You know how many of them there are?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Dungeon Walkers keep a rough tally of them. Out of every hundred, only a handful of Walkers advance beyond the precious metal badges. Most stop because of the question I asked.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra frowned as she looked at the camping spot. “We’ll be in the same position in time?” 
 
      
 
    “On one side or the other,” Stern said. “Very few crews have managed to stay together past death and rebirth of one or more members.” 
 
      
 
    “You grew up around the guild, didn’t you?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “You could say that,” Stern said. “If you can get the tent set up, I’m going to see about collecting some wood for a small fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes, I can manage that,” Cyra said, nodding, but her uncertainty was a cloud to Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll help when I get back, if needed. You only saw it done once.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shucked his pack off and placed it beside the small fire pit that’d been previously dug out by someone else. “If you can’t manage the tent, clean out the pit a little. I’ll handle it when I get back, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Walking away, Stern summoned Pawly and added all of her upgrades. “You want to hunt a little? We’re camping for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and went loping off ahead of him. Stern chuckled as he trailed her, looking for deadwood that could be used for the fire. 
 
      
 
    When Stern made it back to the camp, the tent was up and the fire pit was cleaned out. Cyra was also missing, but when he noticed the shovel was also not there, he nodded in understanding. Laying the wood out for the fire, he was just finishing when Cyra came back. 
 
      
 
    “Is it okay?” she asked, glancing at the tent. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t checked,” Stern said. “I was getting the fire ready, first.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh... I can get it going if you want to check.” 
 
      
 
    Her worry pressed down on him, and Stern nodded. “Okay, but I’m sure you did just fine.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra went to get the fire-starter and Stern turned his attention to the tent. After a minute, he only found one problem with it. Looking back, he smiled when he saw Cyra standing up from the growing flames. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, come here, please?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s anxiousness increased as she went to him. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Just one very minor thing,” he said. “This line needs to be pulled tighter. That’s it. Otherwise, you did perfectly.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s anxiety vanished, replaced by a fountain of happiness. “I did okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Let me tighten this down and we’ll have some dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go get it ready!” Cyra said, rushing off to the bag. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled softly at how eager she was to get dinner ready. He got the tent squared away, then went back over to the fire. “I’ll be back in a moment. Pawly’s out prowling, so don’t be startled if she shows up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have dinner ready when you get back.” 
 
      
 
    Grabbing the shovel, he started walking away. “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    Dinner wasn’t much, nor was it hot, consisting of the cheese, salted meat, and hard bread they’d gotten from the inn that morning. Cyra was happy as they ate, though, and she stole a glance or two at Stern when he wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
    With their meager meal done, Stern sighed as the fire was turning to embers. “We’ll reach the city by midday if we leave near sunrise. Has the extra layer of clothing helped keep you warmer?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me cover the embers and we’ll call it a night.” 
 
      
 
    As he reached for the shovel, Pawly came back into the camp. She carried a dead rabbit with her, proudly bringing it to him. 
 
      
 
    “Guess I have a bit more to do, first,” Stern said. “Feel free to turn in, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to skin it?” 
 
      
 
    Stern tossed the last few pieces of wood onto the fire. “Yup, and I’ll see about cooking some of the meat. I’ll need to gather a bit more wood, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I can get the wood,” Cyra said, standing up. “I want to help.” 
 
      
 
    Stern paused, then nodded. “Okay. Pawly, you going to go with her?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly dropped the rabbit next to Stern, then chuffed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, see you both in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    When Cyra made it back with more wood, Stern had the pan he always carried ready for the fire. He’d sliced the meat thin to help it cook faster and it covered the bottom of the pan. 
 
      
 
    “I can cook this if you want me to,” Cyra said as she put more wood on the fire. 
 
      
 
    “Just make sure it’s cooked all the way through,” Stern said. “Once it’s done, we’ll pack it up and then get to bed.” 
 
      
 
    Using a rag to clean himself up, Stern watched Cyra cook the rabbit. Reminds me of Mom and Dad when we’d go camping, Stern thought. Blinking, he shook his head and made sure he had things ready for the finished meat. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The city was coming into view, and Stern was glad for that. Before we even get to the inn, I want to get her some better clothing, he thought. He glanced at Cyra and knew what people would think when they saw her. Like she rolled a fat bum and took his clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going straight to the dungeon?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. We’re going to get you proper clothing first,” Stern told her. “I could use another outfit, too and we’ll get some travel gear. I want to wait for armor until we get to Darkstone— I know an armorer there who can make a good set for you… hmm... should also get you a dagger or something to defend yourself with. Maybe a staff? That’ll let you keep things farther away from you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s pace slowed a little as she thought about the cost of everything he was saying. “That’s a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “You can always trade your dungeon points to me if you feel the need, but if you’re serious about being a Walker and going as far north as you can, you’ll need it. If you weren’t, I wouldn’t do this much. For a fellow Walker who’s determined to go as far as she can... well, I could use the company, and I’d rather have my friends safe.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s heart hammered and she looked away from him. “I am serious and I want to go as far as I can with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then don’t worry about it. We can pick up a quest or two on the way to Darkstone to help offset things. We’ll be doing quests outside of dungeons as we advance, so a few of the easier ones down here is a good place to start.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra walked more confidently, knowing that she could help pay for things by doing quests. “Okay. I’ll pay you back in time.” 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t add more as anything he could say would feel corny to him. 
 
      
 
    The guards on the gate gave them a nod as they entered the city, though one of them gave Stern a long look. Stern pushed away the man’s hate and kept walking. He spotted a store after a few squares. 
 
      
 
    “There,” Stern said, pointing. 
 
      
 
    Entering the building, Stern smiled at the person behind the counter. The dark-skinned woman gave him a smile. Her hair— fluffy, curly, and off-white— stood out against her skin, and told Stern all he needed to know about what kind of lykian she was. 
 
      
 
    “Miss, I hope you can help us,” Stern greeted her. “I need a new outfit that can stand up to the rigors of travel and dungeons. My companion needs three sets of the same. We could also both use something that’s more comfortable for those nights we stay at an inn.” 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, I will be happy to help you. Are you staying long?” 
 
      
 
    “Today and tomorrow only. We’ll be leaving the day after,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    The clothier frowned slightly. “That will be difficult, but I have some pieces I can alter in that timeframe, if that’s okay with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Could you also make some quick repairs?” Stern asked. “My other outfit has a couple of tears.” 
 
      
 
    “That is very doable. It will take me a few minutes, depending on the amount of work.” 
 
      
 
    “How much for the clothing, repairs, and alterations?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… since you’re going to buy, I can waive the repairs. The cost will depend on if you like the clothing and wish to buy it. Would you like me to start with you or her?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be faster,” Stern said, “and I can go get some other shopping done while you help her. Cyra, do you mind?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s fine,” Cyra said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Stern took his backpack off and set it next to Cyra, digging out his other set of clothing. “And here are the clothes to be repaired.” 
 
      
 
    The clothier took them and looked them over. “Less than a quarter-hour to fix them.” 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t buy anything, I’ll pay for the repairs, but I’m certain we’ll be buying.” 
 
      
 
    “This way, please,” the woman said, motioning to a door beside the counter. “Miss, if you’d like to have a seat?” She motioned to one of the chairs near the door. “It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra said, bringing the bag over to the chair and taking a seat. “Stern… can you summon Pawly to keep me company?” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded, his fingers making the correct motions. When Pawly appeared, he pointed to Cyra. “Keep her company, please.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and went to Cyra, jumping into her lap. 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head and followed the shopkeeper into the back. 
 
      
 
    “Your summons is a cat?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re not a blighted, but an irregular?” 
 
      
 
    Stern was surprised the woman knew about them. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    With a smile, she opened a door into another room. “When I ran years ago, we had a crew member who was irregular, too.” Her smile slipped. “She had a hard life.” 
 
      
 
    “Did she retire or…?” He trailed off, but his question was obvious 
 
      
 
    “She retired after being reborn,” the woman said softly. “We all stopped at that point.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t wear your badge anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “Not in over a decade,” the woman said. “Now, first I’m going to measure you, then I’ll see what I have that’s closest to your size.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back. If you finish first, just wait here for me, okay?” Stern told Cyra when he came out of the back. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” Cyra said, but her hands tightened slightly on Pawly. “Can Pawly stay with me, please?” 
 
      
 
    Feeling the spike of fear from her, Stern nodded. “If that’s what Pawly wants.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and jumped off Cyra’s lap as her hands had slackened. She walked to where the clothier was waiting, then looked back as if asking what was taking Cyra so long. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like she wants to stay,” Stern chuckled. “See you both soon. Take the bag with you into the back. I’ll be bringing one back with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said, standing and picking up the bag with a grunt. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Entering the clothier again, Stern had a backpack slipped over one of his shoulders. Cyra sat in a chair in the front, petting Pawly. Her clothing was vastly better than what she’d been wearing before. The colors made him slow for a second, as he hadn’t expected the combination on her— a black shirt was offset with a red vest, and a black skirt covered her legs. 
 
      
 
    Cyra went from happy to worried in an instant. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you look good,” Stern said. “I just… why those colors?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s what I had on hand that could fit her today,” the clothier said. “She asked for pants, which I’ll have for her more rugged set, but for inn clothing that she could have today, this is what I had.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” Stern exhaled, “okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong with these?” Cyra asked, suddenly self-conscious. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said quickly, then sighed. “My family uses those colors, so I was just surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” Cyra said, looking down. “Should I see about getting something else?” 
 
      
 
    Stern hesitated, then spoke honestly, “No. It looks good on you, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    A smile bloomed and she ducked her head. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I have your clothes patched,” the clothier said. “As for the cost of everything, it’ll be a silver.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s head jerked up when she heard the cost, but Stern nodded. He pulled out the small silver coin and handed it to her. “When will the others be ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Morning, the day after tomorrow,” the clothier told him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. We’ll be here just after sunrise, if that’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I normally open a little after that, but I’ll make sure to be open for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and jumped off Cyra’s lap, getting ready to go. 
 
      
 
    Stern went to Cyra’s side. “This bag is yours. It has a bedroll, blankets, and other odds and ends. There’s a dagger inside, too. I didn’t care for the staves they had at the general store.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked up at him, her eyes searching his face. “I’m trying to accept it.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a soft smile, setting the bag by her feet. “A gift for my friend and crew member.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s breath stopped for a second before she closed her eyes and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up his bag, he didn’t bother securing the lower straps. “On to the inn and some hot food, a hot bath, and a little relaxation. Tomorrow, we go into a dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stood and picked up her bag. “A bath sounds nice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Waking to a warm vibration on his chest, Stern snorted when he opened his eyes and saw Pawly staring at him. “Glad you’re normal-sized,” Stern told her. “I’m awake. Come on, let’s get your food.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned, stood up, and stretched. Stern hissed when her sharp claws pricked his chest and all of her weight shifted to her back legs on his gut. Then, she jumped down, pushing farther into his stomach. 
 
      
 
    “If you weren’t so damned cute...” Stern muttered. He checked his chest and found several small pinpricks with drops of blood. 
 
      
 
    Getting out of bed, he fed her and did his stretches. He was just finishing getting dressed when a knock came on his door. “Be right there!” he called out. 
 
      
 
    Once he got the door open, he found Cyra standing in the hall. “Morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Cyra said. “Do I bring the backpack to the dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    “We might want to. We’ll be taking them with us for some dungeons, and I need to get used to carrying it all the time, anyway. I was lazy for the first few dungeons, but Mom always said ‘train as you’d fight.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go get it,” Cyra said before looking past him. “Good morning, Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed as she continued to eat her kibble. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you downstairs for breakfast,” Stern told Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hurry,” Cyra said, rushing back to her room. 
 
      
 
    Stern picked up his bag, which he’d set by the door after feeding Pawly. “Come on. We’ll go get breakfast ordered.” 
 
      
 
    Chuffing, Pawly strutted past him, clearly happy. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t sling the bag on, instead using the carry-handle to bring it with him. The inn was a little busier than he expected as he set his bag by a table and moved a chair for Pawly to get into. 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper stiffened for a second upon seeing him before exhaling. “Two breakfasts, right?” When Stern nodded, the innkeeper went on, “Tea okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything hot will be appreciated,” Stern said. “I’ll be glad when winter is over.” 
 
      
 
    “You should get used to the cold and snow if you’re going north, Walker,” the innkeeper barked a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra came down the stairs and took an empty seat beside Pawly, setting her bag beside her chair. “Did you already order?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm... about the bag? Mine isn’t as heavy as yours.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not,” Stern agreed. “We’ll put more into it in time, but we need to build you up first. I might look like skin pulled over bones, but I have decent muscle.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked away from him. “You look like what they say blighted look like.” 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t wrong,” Stern said tightly. “I’m not blighted, I’m just an irregular, but people judge off looks first. If you saw the same man in a nice set of clothing or rags, your first opinion of him is colored by that.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I guess you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom talked about it a lot. The way a person looks, their clothing, their stance, all speak to the subconscious mind.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at her clothing. “I’m sad that I’m wearing this again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but we’ll get your other clothing soon. The ones you wore yesterday aren’t great for a run. I can just imagine a bramble dungeon and that skirt.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… right,” Cyra said slowly, imagining it. 
 
      
 
    “Your food,” the young man said, placing their plates on the table before putting a kettle and two mugs down. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Stern added a bit stiffly. 
 
      
 
    As the man walked away, Cyra gave Stern a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed. “I have a hard time being cordial when people feel certain ways.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra didn’t reply verbally— she just nodded and poured the tea for them. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The dungeon was natural stone. A stream bisected it and continued down the tunnel. Pawly glanced around as she waited for her improvements. 
 
      
 
    “Possible water threat,” Stern muttered as his fingers and hands wove the three patterns to improve Pawly. “Of course, the stream could just be a hindrance and distraction.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra pulled her dagger from her belt and focused on using her perk to see if there were any threats nearby. “It’s just us in the room.” 
 
      
 
    “The first room is supposed to be free of danger to allow a crew to get their things together, but checking is never a bad thing,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check every time, just to be sure,” Cyra said. “What’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to hope that, since this is still one of the first three, we won’t be ambushed from behind. Pawly goes first, I’ll be behind her, and you’ll follow me. Don’t trail far, though— I want to be close enough to help if something does attack you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra took a steadying breath. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, we’re following you,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and started away, slinking along as quietly as she could. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the tunnel, Cyra shook her head. “Nothing that I can sense. This tunnel seems wider than it should be.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of the stream,” Stern said. “We could easily jump it, if need be. The fact that it’s divided down the middle worries me some… it could mean that there’d be danger on one side at a time.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stay on this side for now and see what happens. Go ahead, Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked down the tunnel, Stern was surprised that Pawly’s illusionary image never ended up standing over the water. He was pretty certain that it was going ahead and behind her instead of side to side. 
 
      
 
    The twisting tunnel led them to another room, where the stream formed a small pond in the middle. They stopped at the entrance and Cyra used her perk. 
 
      
 
    “One in the pond,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Stern eyed the room for a long minute. “I don’t see the trick. If the creature is only in the pond, it must come out of the water at some point. We’ll have to hold here. Pawly, you good?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed then slunk forward, ready to attack whatever was waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    She made it about halfway across the room when the pond surged and a three-foot, scaled monster came out of the water. A third of the beast was a toothed snout that snapped angrily at Pawly. Eight scale-clad legs propelled it through the spot Pawly’s image had been in. 
 
      
 
    “Gatorlisk?” Stern asked the air as he stared at the creature. 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s tentacles lashed out, scoring along the creature’s hide. They barely dug in, but they still scratched deep enough to make it bleed. The image of Pawly leapt sideways as the beast spun. Its tail— a big, flat paddle-shaped thing— swished through the air as it did. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fast,” Cyra said with horror. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern had to agree. 
 
      
 
    Pawly had to keep moving as the gatorlisk snapped and spun toward where it was being hit. She was barely able to stay out of the way as she kept lashing it with her tentacles. After a few more passes, the gatorlisk began to bleed heavily— Pawly’s continued attacks opened the wounds wider and wider. 
 
      
 
    With a loud hiss, the gatorlisk started to run back to the pond, blood gushing from it. Its tail swung back and forth as it went, trying to keep Pawly away from it. Pawly leapt over the tail and landed firmly onto its back, all four of her muscular legs digging in. The gatorlisk hissed again, shuddering as it stumbled. 
 
      
 
    Stern rushed out of the tunnel when he saw the creature get closer to the pond. It wasn’t dead yet and, if it dragged Pawly into the water, it might be able to turn the battle enough to hurt her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra gasped when he rushed away from her. She hesitated for a few seconds before running after him, her hand white on the dagger. 
 
      
 
    Pawly saw the gatorlisk lurch toward the water and sprang away from it. She didn’t expect Stern to be running toward her, so she collided with him, as he could only see her double. Stern suddenly collapsing in front of her shocked Cyra until Pawly appeared on top of him. 
 
      
 
    Pawly withdrew all of her claws and did her best to roll off him. Stern groaned and lay there, gasping, his breath having been driven out of him. Cyra went to her knees beside him, looking for injuries. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you hurt?” Cyra asked worriedly. 
 
      
 
    “Air...” Stern wheezed. 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled and went to the edge of the pond, glaring into the depths. The water was slowly growing pinker as the gatorlisk bled into it. She slapped the surface to taunt the creature to come back to her. 
 
      
 
    With Stern looking better with each second, Cyra used her perk and exhaled when she felt the life vanish. “It’s dead,” she told them. 
 
      
 
    Pawly snorted and splashed the water again, clearly upset. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Stern wheezed as he sucked air. “She weighs more than I thought.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled as she came back to him. 
 
      
 
    “You do,” he argued. Touching his ribs, he didn’t feel pain. “Nothing broken or bruised, though. You just winded me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly growled and turned her back to him. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t mean it in a mean way,” Cyra said to Pawly. “You slammed into him. Maybe he mistook your speed for weight?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly stayed silent, looking away from them. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, must’ve been the velocity of you jumping away,” Stern said, rolling his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Pawly glanced back at him before turning her head away again. 
 
      
 
    Stern started to sit up and motioned Cyra to wait, then whimpered and slumped back. “Oh, Goddess that hurts.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Are you okay?” Cyra asked worriedly, not having understood his hand signal. 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked back, seeing Stern holding his ribs. With a soft yowl, she hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “Is one of them broken after all?” Cyra asked, her concern growing. 
 
      
 
    “It aches,” Stern said, his eyes nearly closed as he watched Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed softly, standing up and going to him. 
 
      
 
    When she got close enough, Stern opened his eyes and smirked. “See? I can play hurt, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly hissed and slapped him with a tentacle, keeping the claws withdrawn. 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed and sat up. “Yeah, I deserve that, but so do you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra just blinked at him. A hint of anger rose in her as her concern faded. “I thought you were injured,” she said with a trace of heat. 
 
      
 
    Stern lowered his head. “Sorry. I tried to warn you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra thought back to his actions before he started complaining and her anger faded as her embarrassment rose. “Oh... that’s what that meant.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but you have reason to be mad, just as Pawly does. Go ahead,” Stern said, turning his cheek to her. “Your turn.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra just looked at him. “I can’t slap you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, your lo—” Stern started to say. 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s tentacle slapped him again. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing his face, Stern looked at Pawly in shock. 
 
      
 
    Pawly moved to Cyra and chuffed, headbutting her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra began to laugh and gave Pawly a hug. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted out a laugh a second later, as the slap hadn’t been hard. “Okay, that’s fair, but no more sulking, Pawly. The truth is that, in your bigger form, you weigh more. It’s just fact. Besides, you still look sleek.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not wrong. You aren’t fat— you’re just all muscle and fluff.” 
 
      
 
    “And muscle weighs more, as Mom used to say,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and began cleaning her paws. 
 
      
 
    Getting to his feet, Stern exhaled. “Okay, we know what we have in here. Cyra, we’ll want you to check each tunnel and room.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, you’re on point again. The sooner we get done, the sooner we’re out and back at the inn for food.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and trotted to the next tunnel. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern looked into the last room and exhaled. A dozen rooms and fifteen gatorlisks… we were lucky that they only came out one at a time. The ones in the hall were the worst... until now. We have this to deal with now, he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern exhaled. “Pawly, this one is going to be rough.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s twice the size of the others,” Cyra said. “Is that normal for bosses?” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s a single creature boss, then it’s always noticeably bigger, has other advantages, or both. The other problem is that we aren’t positive there aren’t others in the pond behind it, since it’s so far away. Some bosses have smaller minions to help break the group’s attention.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed. “You think that’s true here?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a possibility. We’ll have to go in enough for you to scan the far side of the room once Pawly gets the boss’ attention. As soon as you know, we rush back here. I’ll throw two of my daggers, Pawly, but again, this is mostly you.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, leaning forward and wiggling her butt. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said, drawing his second dagger. “After you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The fight wasn’t as bad as Stern feared it would be. The gatorlisk managed to clip Pawly with its tail once and sent her flying, but Cyra used her newest perk to heal the damage. Pawly almost got hit again, as she’d been unable to dodge while injured, but the healing let her slide away from the follow-up attack. After that, Pawly was able to evade every attack aimed at her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra got into the room and back out without being hit, letting them know it was just the boss in there. Stern’s daggers were a mixed bag— one sank in while the other only glanced off the creature’s toughened skin. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Pawly bled the boss to death. It tried to get back to the pond when it started to die, but Pawly kept raking it with her back legs, only getting off just before it slipped into the water. 
 
      
 
    When the orb appeared a minute later, Stern exhaled and entered the room. “I owe you your own fish tonight,” he told Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and preened. 
 
      
 
    “I feel bad that she’s doing all the work,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Stern said. “Once we move past the lead dungeons, we’ll have to do more. We’ll also have to join another group or get others to join us. When that happens, it won’t be her doing all the work, anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sneezed. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t, though I’m sure you’ll still do plenty,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Perk, loot, and then back to the inn?” Cyra asked, looking at the floating orb. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the plan. After you,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Ria smiled at them. “Another dungeon down. Congratulations.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra smiled back. “Without Stern and Pawly, though, I wouldn’t even be alive to make the attempt. That’s not even considering that they’re the ones doing all the work in the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Not all the work,” Stern clarified. “Your Life Sense perk is making things much easier. We’d probably have been ambushed by one or two of the mobs if not for you.” 
 
      
 
    “So everyone in the crew is contributing, as it should be,” Ria nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All of my points go to him,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Ria bowed her head. “Did you want to pick your perks first or let him spend his points?” 
 
      
 
    “Perks,” Stern said. “It’s always better to do perks first because it might dictate what loot you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Few think in that way, but it’s normally what the most experienced Walkers do,” Ria grinned. 
 
      
 
    “My parents taught me a lot,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even have points to spend, though,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, but I might spend them in a different way depending on what we choose,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Here are your choices,” Ria said. She passed her hand over the counter and three pages appeared. 
 
      
 
    Cyra picked up the first one, reading it slowly, before handing it to Stern. “I don’t think I’ll choose this one.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took the offered page and read it. Survivor; making do with the little you have. Can go twice as long without food, water, or sleep. 
 
      
 
    “It could be useful, and I can see where you’d have wanted it before being a Walker,” Stern said. “Let’s see what the others are before we absolutely reject it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra handed him the next page and he saw one they’d already seen before. Stern gave it a scan. Improved Life Sense 1; Help others know when life surrounds you. Those in your crew will know where you have felt life. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... still useful,” Stern said. “It trumps the other choice easily, in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra handed him the last page, looking thoughtful. He studied it with pursed lips. Extra Minor Life; You’re a walking healing kit. Minor Life is now usable three times a day. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Stern said. “That’s just…” 
 
      
 
    “You said healing was rare,” Cyra said, looking at him. “Why do I feel like me seeing this now is unusual?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it should be,” Stern said slowly. “That perk would get you invited to crews. Some would be willing to give you more voice in the collective points because of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Would it…?” Cyra cut off, her mind racing ahead of her. “Would it entice others to join us?” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked as Cyra’s emotional maelstrom washed over him. “Cyra, calm down, please?” Stern asked, leaning on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Cyra gasped and her emotions became focused— worry for him, and sorrow that she was impeding him. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to—!” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled a shuddering breath. “I know, I know, it’s fine. Deep breaths, please.” 
 
      
 
    Ria watched them with interest. 
 
      
 
    Cyra closed her eyes and took several deep, slow breaths. Her hand grabbed one of her ears, pulling it down over her eye, and she stroked it slowly. 
 
      
 
    The emotional storm passed and Stern was able to push her emotions away. “To answer your question, it might. It’ll hopefully offset me just being with you. A crew might take us both in because of it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra did her best to hold her emotions in check as she released her ear. “I’d prefer it if you were the one to lead the crew. Would that perk be enough to do that?” 
 
      
 
    Stern watched her for a moment and gave her a soft smile. “Cyra, you don’t have to stay with me. That perk would be enough for other, more advanced groups to bring you in and rerun dungeons with you to bring you up to speed with them.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cyra said, her emotional control slipping for a moment. “No, I don’t want that.” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked at the hard pulse of emotion that came from her. “Okay. That might make it harder to get a crew for the next three dungeons and beyond, but we can try.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer it if you led a group, too,” Ria added. Stern glanced at her and she smiled. “Purely a selfish reason.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted at the humor in her tone. “Fine, fine. I’m sure Pawly would prefer it that way, anyway. Who am I to tell the women in my life no?” Twin pulses of emotion slammed into him and he had to shake his head. 
 
      
 
    Cyra snatched the page from his hand and it became a golden light that surged into her. She gasped and clutched the counter as the new perk bonded with her. 
 
      
 
    Ria’s hand passed over the other two papers and they vanished. “Well, that concludes the perk selection,” she said. “You have three-hundred and seventy-eight points to spend, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “What? That many?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “The monsters you came up against were advanced and worth more points than any of the previous ones you had faced. That’s one of the reasons why later dungeons give you more points.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew that,” Stern said. “I just wasn’t expecting them to be worth so much. Pawly killed them all and was hardly ever in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “Her improvements give her a significant edge.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Stern said. “Each of those has been worth my own lack of improvements. Dad is going to be amazed at her DPS.” 
 
      
 
    “DPS?” The question came from both Ria and Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, sorry. Another dadism. It stands for ‘damage per second,’ but it really means her ability to deal damage compared to the little damage she takes.” 
 
      
 
    “She only took the one hit through the entire dungeon,” Cyra nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That might change when we find monsters with better than animal-level intelligence,” Stern said. “I already thought of a few ways to ruin her illusion perk.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t a hard one to beat, but the monsters would have to see her fight to have a real idea of what it could be,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “True,” Stern exhaled. “Okay, well with that many points, it opens things up a little. Is it enough to get a lesser rune?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Those start at five hundred,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    “I could get three least runes,” Stern said, “or I could get a collar upgrade for Pawly. Too bad I already put a rune on the one she has.” 
 
      
 
    “But the more runes she has, the better, right?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t we buy a new collar for her that has more rune slots?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Rune slots can only be added by skilled crafters,” Stern said. “Crafters who’ve gone through dungeons…” He trailed off, thinking about someone that they were going to be seeing in Darkstone. 
 
      
 
    “Stern?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, thinking about skilled crafters. Sometimes, they’ll join a crew just to get taken through the dungeon so they can get better at their craft. Some crews leave their sixth spot open just for that reason.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “So yes, it’s possible, but the crafters who could join would charge a lot more. They’d normally be making armor for Walkers and not just collars.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” 
 
      
 
    “It might still be an option, and the least runes are still useful,” Stern said. “Let’s get a selection this time, though. I’d just taken fire before, but let’s get ice, air, and dark.” 
 
      
 
    Three runes appeared under the glass. “These?” Ria asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the small runes, each marked with a symbol— a snowflake, a cloud, and a black disk. “Those, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Here you are,” Ria said as the three runes suddenly appeared on the counter. “Have a good day, and I’ll see you after you finish Darkstone.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria,” Cyra said just before the other woman vanished. 
 
      
 
    “It should only be about midday,” Stern said as he put the runes into his belt pouch. “We can check with the clothier and see if she has one of your sets of clothing done.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “After you,” Stern said, motioning to the doorway. 
 
      
 
    With a smile, Cyra left the store. Stern took a moment to exhale a long breath before he followed her out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern gave Cyra a smile when they left the bathing room. “Dinner is in my room in fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there,” Cyra said. “Pawly will join us, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I owe her a fish all to herself,” Stern chuckled. “I need to make sure I tell the innkeeper. See you upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Cyra knocked on his door ten minutes later, Stern opened it. “Come on in. Dinner is already here.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra entered, a smile blooming on her lips when she saw the covered dishes. “It looks fancy.” 
 
      
 
    “The covers are mostly to keep it hot,” Stern said as he closed the door and followed her to the table. 
 
      
 
    Cyra sat and looked at him expectantly. “Where’s Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    “I was waiting to summon her. Otherwise, she would have wanted her fish before you got here.” Stern’s fingers twisted in the correct patterns and Pawly appeared beside him, already seated on the chair. “Dinner, Pawly, as I promised.” 
 
      
 
    He lifted the lid off the plate in front of Pawly, revealing half a fish sliced into easily manageable pieces for her. Pawly chuffed and snagged a bite. 
 
      
 
    “You should wait for us,” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    Pawly just kept eating. 
 
      
 
    “She is who she is— a cat,” Stern snorted as he removed the lid for Cyra. “For you.” 
 
      
 
    The plate held half a chicken, a heap of steamed vegetables with an herb-butter sauce, and a slice of buttered bread. Next to that was an empty glass that Stern filled with wine. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, it’s a lot of food,” Cyra said, her mouth starting to water. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a solid meal for a day of running,” Stern said as he took his own seat. “If you have room after, there’s dessert.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the smaller covered dish still on the table, then at her food. “I doubt I’ll be able to.” 
 
      
 
    “You can always choose to not finish the meal and have the dessert,” Stern chuckled. “I will if I start to get too full.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed as she snagged a second piece of fish. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled and picked up her fork. “We’ll see. I was curious if Pawly actually needs to eat?” 
 
      
 
    “Need? No. But I treat her as a friend, so I feed her like I would any other cat,” Stern replied. “It likely earns me enough goodwill that she doesn’t brat too much.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Cyra grinned. “We leave tomorrow morning?” she asked, changing the topic. 
 
      
 
    “At sunrise. We’ll stop by the clothier to get your other clothes and mine and head right out. It’s three days walking to the next city, Darkstone. We’ll equip you there, then stay for a few months to train. Honestly, it’ll take a little while to get your armor made.” 
 
      
 
    “Like yours?” Cyra asked. “I’ve wanted to ask about it, but I didn’t want to be rude.” 
 
      
 
    “The coloration?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, as she had just taken another bite. 
 
      
 
    “It’s part of what my parents taught me,” Stern said. “The color blends well with vegetation and stone, and the pattern— or lack of it— is to help stop things from seeing me as easily.” 
 
      
 
    He began to explain the concept behind camouflage to her the way his parents had taught him. Cyra listened intently while enjoying her food. 
 
      
 
    “You’re planning on coloring your face, too?” Cyra asked, a little shocked when he finished. 
 
      
 
    “Have to. The head is an easily seen shape, otherwise. I have the pigments to do it. There isn’t a lot of point until we face intelligent monsters, though. Most animals use their other senses to help spot foes or prey, so coloring my face just hasn’t been useful yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it, too,” Cyra said. “Maybe the others who join us will accept it, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” Stern said. “I won’t expect them to until they see that it’s useful first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m stuffed,” Cyra said as she looked at her empty plate. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty full, too, but...” Stern removed the lid from the dessert plate. “Maybe just one?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the food and bit her lip. “I love strawberries. I never knew people covered them in chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    “I had the innkeeper get them from another place in town,” Stern said. “I wanted something special for your dungeon clear, since we didn’t get the chance at Bloodstone. I got lucky that you like strawberries.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed as conflicting emotions tore her heart. 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed just as hard. “Try one?” he managed to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Please?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed. 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a glare. “No chocolate for cats.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out a soft hiss. 
 
      
 
    “But she can’t get injured from it like a normal cat, can she?” Cyra asked as she surreptitiously wiped her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “If I send her home right afterward, no,” Stern said, “but I thought she’d like to sleep here tonight. Well, Pawly? Dessert or bed?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked at the plate, then at Stern, then back to the plate before she sighed and got off the chair. 
 
      
 
    “She’s decided,” Stern said as he picked up one of the strawberries and held it out to Cyra. “For you. I’ll take care of the last two.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra accepted the plump strawberry. “Just bite into it?” 
 
      
 
    “It should be two or three bites, but yes.” 
 
      
 
    Taking her first bite, Cyra’s eyelashes fluttered and she let out a soft, happy sound. Stern grinned as he took a bite of his, happy that she liked his surprise. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    When they had finished breakfast the next morning, Stern gave Cyra a grin. “First, over to the Walkers’ hall. We’ll see what quests they have on the way to Darkstone. It’ll take a minimum of three days to reach the city, but with quests, it might stretch out longer.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. We’ll be earning money, which we’ll need,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “After the Walkers’, we need to pick up the rest of our clothing, and then it’s out the gate.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stood up with a long stretch and smiled. “I’m ready. How about you, Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and jumped down from her seat. 
 
      
 
    “Time to go,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the inn behind, Stern realized he’d been in a good mood since the previous night. Cyra’s happiness at dinner had him smiling when she’d left, and his mood had stayed elevated. 
 
      
 
    Haven’t been happy for such a long stretch since leaving home, Stern thought. Cyra is making it easier for me to stay happy. 
 
      
 
    Even the surges of distrust, fear, and hatred from the few people out at sunrise slid off him easier. Cyra was all smiles as she walked beside him, eager to do a real quest. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was quiet, as the sun had barely cleared the horizon. Stern ignored the other people in the room, going to check the board first. The quest board was laid out like all of them were— with the quests listed by their difficulty, making it easy for everyone to find the right quests for them. 
 
      
 
    “So many quests...” Cyra murmured as she looked down the wall. 
 
      
 
    “All the way up to prismatic scale or beyond,” Stern said. “These are the ones we’re looking for, though.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stood beside him, reading the pages. She shook her head at the first few. They all required the Walker to gather or kill things and come back to this hall to turn them in. 
 
      
 
    “This is a simple delivery quest to Darkstone,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “All of the cities have one,” Stern told her. “Dad always laughed at them because, if we take it, another one will be placed here in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t we gather multiples of them, then?” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Only one of each type of quest is allowed per person or crew. In theory, we could each grab one, but if we’re together when we turn them in, the reward would drop in value.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad said it was abusing mechanics. It took me a while to understand it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said slowly. She thought she could at least see the vague outline of the reason. “The delivery quest isn’t really necessary. It’s to help those of us who are newer more than anything, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. That’s what stops us from taking the quest thirty times and using a wagon to transport the goods. We’d get a ding in our reputation with the guild.” 
 
      
 
    “I see... and that would be bad for future quests.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re learning fast.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Just speaking the truth,” Stern said as her happiness washed over him. “There’s one for reducing the number of fledgling bunnicorns between here and Darkstone. We could do that... and here’s one for fur needed in Darkstone. We can do both of these.” 
 
      
 
    “But?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be tougher than a dungeon, as anything can happen in the wilds. In the dungeons, we only see a few at a time, but it’s possible that we’ll hit a warren and have dozens to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s eagerness dimmed and worry crept over her. “Is that—?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely, but it can happen,” Stern said. “The positive is that we can gather as much of the dead as we want and sell the parts off in a city. That’s where the majority of a Walker’s money comes from.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled slowly, her worry receding. “You believe we can do this?” 
 
      
 
    “With Pawly beside us, yeah,” Stern said. “Bunnicorns have a tendency to focus on whatever is near them. As long as we give Pawly some room to work with, it’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Should grab a sack from the general store when we leave, too. That’ll make it easier to bundle up the sellable items, and I don’t want to put them in my bag. Are you good with doing these two?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Stern touched both quests, accepting them. “Okay, we’re good to go.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked, as she had full knowledge of the quests in her brain now. “Oh, because you’re the crew leader, I have them, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It registered for the crew,” Stern nodded. “Clothes, general store, and then on the road again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra said, her eagerness returning in full. 
 
      
 
    When they got to the clothier, the shopkeeper was sitting behind her counter with their clothing bundled and waiting. “Morning to you both,” she greeted them. “Here you are— yours and hers.” 
 
      
 
    Stern pulled his bag off and got his clothing packed in. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the business,” the clothier smiled. “Glad to see you’re already using them,” she added to Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “I’m very happy to have them. They’re much warmer than my previous clothing.” Cyra had her bag on the ground and was stuffing the bigger bundle of clothing into it. “The other set is very comfortable, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Always nice to hear that my work is appreciated. Off to Darkstone?” 
 
      
 
    “Got to get her the third dungeon,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs to you both,” the woman said. “Are you doing a delivery quest?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we’re going out to thin down the bunnicorns,” Stern said as he got his pack back on. “Need to swing by the general store to get a sack. Figure we’ll end up with some skins to sell.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, one moment,” the woman said, getting up. 
 
      
 
    Cyra needed a bit of help with her bag, and by the time they’d finished, the woman had returned. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” she said, holding out a folded burlap sack. “Consider it an extra.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t say no,” Stern said, accepting it from her. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m not a Walker anymore, but I remember the early runs and quests. Some of the simple things can make a big difference.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” Cyra said, smiling brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern added a second later. “Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too,” the woman replied. 
 
      
 
    Stepping outside, Stern had Cyra turn around for him and he tied the folded sack to the outside of her bag. Once it was secure, Stern dismissed Pawly as he normally did for the boring parts of a trip. They no longer needed to hit the general store, as he’d gotten food when he’d gotten Cyra her bag, so they were ready. 
 
      
 
    “And we’re good,” Stern grinned. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “Will we find them close to the city?” 
 
      
 
    “No. There’ll be trails heading into the woods a few hours outside of the walls. We’ll follow one of them, but even then, we’re unlikely to see any dangerous mobs for the first day.” 
 
      
 
    “Mobs? You’ve used that term before a few times. You mean the monsters, right? I’m understanding the word correctly?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a dadism,” Stern said, “and yeah, it means the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “But mobs?” Cyra asked, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Monsters have a tendency to group up when they attack,” Stern said, “mobbing the crew with numbers. At least, that’s what I always thought it meant. I never asked him to explain it. If I did that when he used a dadism, I’d probably still be listening to him explain things.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “He uses so many of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. My parents are like that. Even when it wasn’t Dad, I still called it a dadism.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s smile faded a little and sadness touched her. “It must’ve been nice...” 
 
      
 
    “It was. I can’t imagine growing up without them,” Stern said as he walked alongside her. “You’ll probably meet them, eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Cyra asked, her emotions twisting into a complex mess. 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t respond as he tried to parse through her emotions, but he couldn’t do it quickly and Cyra was obviously waiting for a reply. “Of course. Unless you’d rather not?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Cyra blurted, her emotions surging with mostly embarrassment. “I mean... I’d like to, but do you want me to? I’m just a beggar, and you—” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing they will care about is who you are. You, the person,” Stern said, cutting her off. “None of us has any say on who our parents are or how we were raised. They’ll love you, Cyra. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Joy, pure and unadulterated, surged from Cyra as she walked beside him. It dimmed a little, but stuck. “I do trust you, Stern. My savior, friend, and crew leader... How could I do anything but trust you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a smile, but he’d felt a sudden undercurrent to her joy. He couldn’t place it, as it was mostly hidden by the overriding emotion. 
 
      
 
    He decided to shift the topic, “What do you know about bunnicorns?” 
 
      
 
    “The rabbits with the horns, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s them.” 
 
      
 
    “They taste just like rabbit,” she said. “They’re low-grade monsters for the most part, though I’ve heard stories of evolved ones.” 
 
      
 
    “There are evolved ones,” Stern nodded, “but what do you know about the basic ones?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let me tell you what I know, so you’ll have an idea about them,” Stern said. “First off, they tend to live alongside normal rabbits. The reason for that is…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    Stern stayed on the barely visible path through the forest. Cyra trailed him, her eyes constantly looking for anything that might be a threat. Ahead of them somewhere, Pawly prowled through the underbrush. She’d been more than happy to be the hunter for them. 
 
      
 
    Stern had to stop from chuckling as he recalled waking up. Pawly, in her enlarged size, had been between him and Cyra, sleeping on his blanket and under Cyra’s. Cyra had had her arm over Pawly, her head resting against the large cat’s back. 
 
      
 
    His musing was cut short when Pawly growled. Stopping dead, he waited to hear something else. Another growl came a few seconds later, along with the sound of undergrowth being trampled. 
 
      
 
    Moving forward again, Stern called out. “Pawly? You good?” 
 
      
 
    Seconds ticked by in silence before Pawly appeared on the trail a hundred feet ahead of them. She dropped something on the ground, then slid back out of sight. When Stern reached it, he saw a bunnicorn with a deformed skull. 
 
      
 
    “She hit it hard,” Stern grunted as he knelt down by the body. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess...” Cyra breathed out. “You’re going to skin it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Stern said as he grabbed the carcass and stood up. “Bring me the board attached to the outside of my pack. We’ll butcher it quickly. We’ll be using the bags and sacks to keep the pieces separated.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said, taking a deep breath. “Show me how? If we can both do it, we’ll be twice as efficient.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but don’t feel bad if you can’t manage it,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took him a little longer than normal as he walked Cyra through the process. Cyra was a little green, but nodded along. As he was finishing, Pawly brought a second carcass to him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Pawly. Feel free to bring back the ones you kill for now,” Stern told her before pointing to the scraps from the first butchered bunnicorn. “You can have those, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly scarfed the bits he motioned to, then loped off into the undergrowth. 
 
      
 
    “Can I try this one?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I’ll get a fire going. We might as well cook the usable meat. I have a feeling Pawly will keep bringing us more for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we just camp here for the night, then?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the sun, then shrugged. “Yeah, might as well. We don’t have a timetable, after all. Looks like we’re having rabbit tonight. I’ll make a stew since we have time for it to cook, and I’ll get the camp set up. If you have questions about what you’re doing, ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra asked him twice about how to do some small things. He knelt beside her, explaining and motioning how without doing it himself. She was quick to understand both times and was able to complete the bunnicorn just as Pawly came back with a third. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, we’ll be camping here, so bring in as many as you can for the next few hours,” Stern told his friend. “We’ll have the offal for you from each one. Eat what you want and we’ll bury the rest.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, gobbled down the offering, and went back out into the woods. 
 
      
 
    “Can I do this one, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Cyra. I’m still getting camp set.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra did the next few bunnicorns as Stern got camp settled. The only problem Stern found was that they didn’t have water easily at hand besides what they’d brought for drinking, meaning he had to just grill the meat in a pan instead of cooking a stew. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, did you want to do the cooking or the gutting?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stick with this, if it’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine.” He looked over at her and let out a soft chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “A story my father told me,” Stern said. “His first trip hunting with a lykian. Funnily enough, it was a rabbit lykian like you, and they were hunting these same beasts. He didn’t know how lykians viewed the animals, so he was on edge wondering if the other guy was going to get angry with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? These are monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t understand,” Stern said, trying to gloss over that part of the story. “Anyway, they set up camp for the night and he steps away from camp to start skinning the bunnicorns. The lykian finds him and asks why he’s doing it hundreds of yards away from the camp.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra paused to look his way, clearly puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Dad explained that he didn’t want to offend him, and the lykian started laughing. He goes on to tell Dad that he prefers bunnicorn meat. Later that night, the guy cooks up the meat, and both Mom and Dad agreed that it was delicious.” 
 
      
 
    “You laughed because we’re doing the same thing?” 
 
      
 
    “But differently,” Stern chuckled. “That was before I was born, but he told me the story when we went out hunting. My family always goes hunting at least once a year. They wanted to get us ready to be Walkers if we decided to do that, and to give us time together as a family.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra went back to gutting the bunnicorn on the cutting board. “Am I doing it alright?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re fast on the uptake. You learned it quicker than my sisters did. A couple of them refuse to gut anything we hunt. I don’t know if they’ll be Walkers because of that, though they might join Rescue Squad and try to avoid the other quests.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a lot of siblings?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s hands stopped and he exhaled slowly. “Uh... yeah. I’m the eldest. The next oldest still has another year before they go to the academy, if they even want to. Our parents always said we could do anything we wanted, that none of us had to become Walkers.” 
 
      
 
    “But you did?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I hoped that by climbing the ranks and joining Rescue Squad, maybe…” He trailed off, letting his childhood wish go unspoken. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe people will accept you,” Cyra finished after a minute. 
 
      
 
    “Silly, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no it’s not. But is it only to be accepted?” 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore. Hasn’t been for years. I want people to have the chance to live again.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a story there?” Cyra asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Is it that obvious?” 
 
      
 
    “Your voice dips when you get somber. At least, it does to me.” 
 
      
 
    “My parents and their friends have all died at least once in a dungeon. They always took months off afterward... it always reminded them of how fragile being a Walker is. I… loved those times, because they were home longer than normal. Or... I did until the one time only Dad made it home. It took him six months to put together the right people to go in with him. He had to use all of his runs on that dungeon to pull his crew back out.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked, looking at him with wide eyes. “He was the only one left of his crew?” 
 
      
 
    “One of six,” Stern said softly, looking into the fire, unseeing. “We came that close to them all being gone. That was before the Rescue Squad started. I was four or five when that happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” Cyra whispered, thinking of how close he came to ending up like her. “Your grandparents would have had to take care of you, then.” 
 
      
 
    “No grandparents,” Stern said without thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stern coughed. “How’s the bunnicorn coming?” 
 
      
 
    Seeing his awkward attempt to change the topic, Cyra let it happen. “Almost done.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be pulling the first pieces of meat out of the pan in a moment. Can you grab the plates? We can have an early dinner this way, and I can use the plates to let the meat cool for packing.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Pawly stopped bringing them carcasses as the sun dipped below the horizon, and Stern thanked her. She purred and settled into the tent, curling up on the bedding. 
 
      
 
    “How will we sleep now?” Cyra giggled as she looked into the tent. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll shrink her down when we get ready for bed. The blankets will be warm this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Thank you, Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    A chuff came from the large cat. 
 
      
 
    “I have a question, and it might be stupid,” Cyra said. “I’ve heard of Rescue Squad and I know they’re the ones dedicated to pulling souls out of dungeons, but how do you qualify for them?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not qualifying,” Stern said as he kept cooking. “It’s more a willingness to give up your dungeon runs to them if they need you. They have you sign a contract specifying what dungeons you’re willing to run to pick up souls from. The pay is generous— a lot of the higher Walkers sell off loot and give the coins to them to keep them funded.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “They know what it’s like to die in a dungeon. None of them make it to that level without doing it at least once,” Stern said. “They’re also flagged for retrieval if others go in. The pay for pulling their souls is generous.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so it’s not just goodwill, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly goodwill, but with benefits, as Dad says.” 
 
      
 
    “So we can sign up with them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to, but the official lowest they go to is copper, hence why so few get pulled out before then.” 
 
      
 
    “But isn’t that when it would help the most?” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what the head of Rescue Squad argues for,” Stern shrugged. “If they paid like normal for all the souls of the tin dungeons— not even lead, just down to tin— they would be fundless in less than a day and only a fraction of the souls would be pulled out. That’s why the Walkers have the insurance set up. That way, you can pay for your retrieval. It covers all the way down, but no one can cover the cost until tin at the earliest, normally.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless someone with a big heart saves you,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I will never regret that decision,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    A pulse of happiness came from Cyra. “I’ll be done shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll give me the last of the meat to cook.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra bit her lip, then asked, “Did you never know your grandparents?” 
 
      
 
    Caught off-guard by her question, Stern replied, “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet you felt for mine. Was it just because of your… perk?” 
 
      
 
    “Not entirely. I do want to help as much as possible, too. Her love and sorrow were palpable to me, and I remembered why I wanted to save souls. Besides, she asked.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I tell you about mine?” 
 
      
 
    The emotion radiating off Cyra was high, but controlled. 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to hear about her,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you...” Cyra whispered. “I want you to know who she was. She was so eager for me to meet you. I know why now... because of how beautiful your soul is.” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed as she spoke. He focused on the pan, but listened as she began to speak. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    They traveled for three days, each day ending when Pawly found another nest of bunnicorns. They’d set camp, then butcher and skin the carcasses. They traded off each night on who did the butchering and who set camp and cooked. On the second day, they’d found a small stream nearby, so they had rabbit stew with some of the vegetables Stern had brought with him. 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned at the woods as they followed the trail. Four days of camping, but only two real days of travel... We’ll have to get back on the road tomorrow and head for the city. We’re about full up on what we can carry. Goddess knows we’ve slaughtered enough of the bunnicorns, but something feels off today... the woods feel ominous to me. 
 
      
 
    Cyra walked beside him, her eyes shifting constantly. Her hands clenched and unclenched unconsciously, as she felt uneasy. Pawly had gone off ahead of them like she normally did, but she’d normally make noise to let them know she was still nearby. That silence weighed on Cyra even more. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, are you okay?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Cyra jumped, exhaling a ragged breath. “Yes. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No... something’s wrong. If you’re feeling it, too, then it’s not just me,” Stern said. “I think it might be a wild boss.” 
 
      
 
    “Wild boss?” 
 
      
 
    “A boss monster not in a dungeon. They happen occasionally. You can normally tell by a huge swell of particular monsters. The overabundance doesn’t always mean a wild boss, but with the woods feeling like this—” 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s roar cut off Stern’s sentence and they both froze in place. The roar had come from over a hundred yards ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Stern hissed and took off running down the trail. 
 
      
 
    The moment he took off running, Cyra snapped out of her stillness. She took off after him, wanting to help, but also not wanting to be left alone in the woods. 
 
      
 
    A tree snapped ahead of them and went crashing to the ground, and Pawly’s yowl of anger rose a moment later. There was a horrible screeching scream that caused Cyra to slow down. Stern kept running— he knew the sound of an injured rabbit, and this one sounded much larger. 
 
      
 
    A second tree was flung to the ground before Stern could get there. He was breathing fast, glad that the tree had fallen away from the trail or else he might’ve been hit by it. The sound of creatures rushing through the underbrush filled in the seconds around Pawly’s yowls and the bunnicorn screams. 
 
      
 
    Getting to a clearing, Stern arrived in time to see Pawly latch herself onto the back of the large bunnicorn. His jaw dropped when he saw the size of the creature— it was as large as Pawly in her giant form. Its horn had a spiral shape and jutted two feet from its head. The tip held traces of blood. 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s side was matted down with blood, but that didn’t stop her from raking her back legs down the bunnicorn’s spine. It let out the loudest scream as it tried to shake Pawly loose. 
 
      
 
    Stern grabbed his ears and staggered back a step. He was glad it’d been facing away from him or else he might have been stunned by the shrill noise. Even with his eyes watering, he was able to see the bunnicorn throw itself at a tree and try to smash Pawly into it. 
 
      
 
    Pawly leapt off and, as she went, her tentacles lashed out and a fountain of blood erupted from the bunnicorn as it slammed into the tree. With a crack, the trunk snapped then slowly toppled. Pawly let out a yowl and stalked forward, but the bunnicorn didn’t move. Getting over to the creature, she batted at it— when it didn’t move, she sat down and cleaned her side. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly turned to look at him and chuffed. One tentacle patted the dead bunnicorn. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you killed it,” Stern exhaled. “That was a tin-level beast, at least... Thank you. Do you want to go home to heal?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked past him and chuffed again, patting the dead monster. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Cyra asked, rushing forward. “Let me help.” Her right hand flashed through a complex pattern. 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred and stretched as her wound healed. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re stopping here for tonight,” Stern said. “This is going to take a while to clean.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll get camp started,” Cyra said, waving her hand in an arc to find the real Pawly, as the duplicate had come near to her. “Thank you, Pawly. I would’ve been terrified if it had found us.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and bumped her head into Cyra again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll start on this monster, I guess,” Stern said as he took his pack off. “Do you want to go home to clean up? I’ll call you right back, Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked thoughtful, then sat and waved a paw at him. 
 
      
 
    “Go home,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra shuddered slightly when she faded away. “That’s even worse when she’s larger.” 
 
      
 
    “Damned scary,” Stern agreed. His fingers danced through the pattern and Pawly reappeared a moment later. He enlarged her, but left her tentacles and illusion off. “Welcome back. I’ll have the offal for you in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and stretched out, content to wait for her just due. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The evening sun was low in the sky when they reached Darkstone. Stern felt the grime he’d picked up over the trip and wanted to wash it off. The two guards eyed them speculatively as they approached. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, went off the road, did you?” the hippo lykian asked, his big teeth making his voice slightly hard to understand. 
 
      
 
    “Quests taken, and one we didn’t know about,” Stern said. “I have skins to take to the tanner, first.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s down by the docks. The two smells compete for the worst offender.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that makes sense,” Stern said. “Cyra, if you want to go ahead and get rooms at the inn, I’ll be there after I finish with the tanner.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I come with you?” Cyra asked. “I’ve never sold raw goods before and want to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that exciting, and the stench is going to be nauseating, but sure,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good stay, Walkers,” the guard said, waving them into the city. 
 
      
 
    The trip across Darkstone would have taken them too long on foot, so Stern flagged down a cab. 
 
      
 
    The horse-drawn carriage came to a stop near them. “Where to, sir?” the driver asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tannery,” Stern said, tossing the man a coin. “I know the horse won’t care for it. I’d ask you to wait for us, as well, as we’ll need a ride after that.” 
 
      
 
    The dark-skinned man snatched the coin out of the air and grinned when he saw it. “Gladly, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Stern helped Cyra into the vehicle before he got in. Taking his seat, he sighed, happy to be off his feet. The driver whistled and gave the whip a light crack to get the cab rolling. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been in one of these before,” Cyra said as she watched the city go by. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a well-used mode of transport in the cities. Horses are the most common, but I’ve seen them pulled by far stranger beasts.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “The monitors, for one. Damned lizards can move fast when they want to. The wargian are interesting to see harnessed, as well, but if a ratosk goes by, it can be a disaster.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Saw a cab pulled by a wargian go running after a ratosk summons. That was terrible. It flipped the cab and dragged it for a few hundred yards before it stopped.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s giggles stopped. “Oh... Was everyone okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, thankfully. Turns out the Walker did it intentionally. The driver had refused him a ride the day before. Man was…” Stern coughed. “Anyway, it can be a nightmare. I’m never riding in a wargian cab if I can help it.” 
 
      
 
    As they got closer to the docks, the smell of the sea became noticeable. The scent commingled with fish rotting in the sun as they got even closer. The cab swung south and the rank odor of tanning skins slammed into their noses. The horse whinnied, but kept moving. Coming to a stop before a truly awful-smelling, large compound, the driver choked out that they had arrived. 
 
      
 
    Stern got out and helped Cyra down. “We’ll be back as swiftly as we can,” he told the driver. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make a circle of the block, sir,” the driver said, tying an orange flag to the top of the cab. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Stern said as he made his way for the doors of the tannery. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the building, the smell diminished. Evergreen-scented incense burned in the room, making it tolerable. 
 
      
 
    A brutish-looking man stood behind the counter. “Labo’s Skins. What can we do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “We have bunnicorn skins from the quest,” Stern told the receptionist. “A lot of normal ones. We also have two halves of a large one.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me see ‘em,” the man said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Stern was glad the man was just unfriendly and not hateful. Cyra untied the sacks from Stern’s bag and helped him get them onto the counter. Once they had them open, Stern laid each skin out, stacking them up after displaying them. 
 
      
 
    The man looked impressed and grunted when Stern finished. “Just you two for all this?” 
 
      
 
    “We had help,” Stern said. “How much for all of them?” 
 
      
 
    “The small ones are three copper per two, as the quest said. The two halves of the large one, I’ll go three large copper each. For the lot, I’ll go a little higher and give you a silver.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the man for a long moment. “A little low, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Have had a lot of the skins in over the last few days,” the tanner shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “One and one large,” Stern countered. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” the man shrugged. “Felix, get your ass out here and take these to Marge.” 
 
      
 
    A younger man came out of the back and looked at the skins before snorting. “Damn nice pile.” Hefting them onto his shoulder, he left the room. 
 
      
 
    The tanner held out eleven large coppers. “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took the coins. “Pleasure. Good day.” 
 
      
 
    The moment the money exchanged hands, Stern felt the quest complete. He nodded and motioned Cyra to the door, following her out. 
 
      
 
    Cyra had remained silent the whole time, but spoke up when the door closed behind them, “Why did you say the price was low?” 
 
      
 
    “The quest was what it was, but the big one should’ve been worth more. I asked for a little more to see if he’d budge. I might have been able to get another large if I’d pushed for it, but I didn’t want to spend the time haggling that much.” 
 
      
 
    “Would he have?” 
 
      
 
    “The large skins were in good condition, so yeah, he would have in time.” 
 
      
 
    The clop-clop of hooves reached Cyra and she looked up a second before the cab came around the corner down the street. “I see. If we’d done a worse job of skinning it, we’d have gotten less?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” 
 
      
 
    The cab drew even with them and the driver nodded. “Where to?” 
 
      
 
    “Inn near the Walkers’ hall, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good, sir.” 
 
      
 
    As they left the docks behind, Cyra asked Stern a question, “What’s the plan for us?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay at the inn tonight, get the grime off, and enjoy a meal cooked by someone other than us. Tomorrow, we have a lot of errands.” 
 
      
 
    “A bath...” Cyra sighed. “I’m looking forward to that.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I,” Stern agreed, already thinking of the hot water. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    Stern stretched as he woke up. He only managed to take a bath and eat dinner last night before passing out. Looking around, he frowned, as Pawly wasn’t in the room with him. The memory of Cyra asking Pawly to stay with her surfaced, and he exhaled in relief. 
 
      
 
    As he got himself out of bed, he went through his stretching regimen, even though he knew he wasn’t fighting today. The routine helped center his mind and limbered his body. He was dressed and about to open his door when a soft knock sounded. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Stern greeted Cyra and Pawly. “Glad to see you have all your stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “You did say we’d be staying somewhere else tonight,” Cyra replied. 
 
      
 
    “True. Let’s grab breakfast first. The most important meal of the day, according to Dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Something about fueling your body,” Stern shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “He sounds interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “He is that,” Stern agreed, thinking about his father. “He’s a good man, even if he does confuse the hell out of me most of the time.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, bumping into his leg and rubbing against it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, breakfast for you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly immediately went for the stairs, earning a giggle from Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “She’s honest. More than most,” Stern said as he followed Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “She’s amazing,” Cyra said. “I doubt I’ll ever be as fearless as she is.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt I will be, either, so don’t feel bad.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra felt a little better. “What are all our plans today?” 
 
      
 
    “After breakfast, we’ll go to the Walkers’ guildhall to turn in the remaining quest. We’ll hit a few places to sell off the odds and ends, then visit a shop to see about armor for you and to make mine a little better. Once we’ve finished all of that, we’ll go see if we can find a place to stay for a few months, and possibly have a nice dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “No dungeon today?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow. I want to settle things out, first.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly was already seated at a table and Stern snorted. “Seems we’re dealing with her majesty.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, you’re mean,” Cyra snickered. “I’ll go order the food.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was decent, but nothing special, though they both thought it was nice to have a meal that wasn’t bunnicorn heavy. Pawly had appreciated the change, too, purring loudly the entire time she ate. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stepping outside, Stern slouched as all eyes immediately turned in his direction. 
 
      
 
    Cyra nudged him lightly. “You know, at the moment, it might be the trophy you took and not you.” 
 
      
 
    “Trophy? Oh, the skull? That’s not a trophy. You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s lips pursed, but she didn’t reply as they walked to the large building that housed the Walkers’ hall. 
 
      
 
    The guildhall was nearly empty, which Cyra took to be the norm, having seen it that way in a few cities now. Stern didn’t seem to think it out of the ordinary and ignored the few people present to go to the receptionist desk. 
 
      
 
    The same old balding man who’d given Stern the quest to deliver a bag to Brightstone was sitting there. He watched them as they approached the desk. “How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We had a quest to reduce the number of bunnicorns between Brightstone and here. We dropped the skins off with the tanner already.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling a black tablet from his desk, the man set it before Stern. “Dominant hand, please.” 
 
      
 
    Stern touched the tablet and felt the same, odd contracting sensation he’d felt before. He pulled his hand away when the feeling ended and shook it lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, a crew? Yes, the quest is done,” the balding man said. “Ah, you even defeated an enlarged bunnicorn? That would explain the sudden increase in their numbers. We hadn’t posted a quest for it, but it would have had a quest shortly. I’ll credit that to you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern said, meaning it. His father had told him that kind of thing could happen on occasion, but Stern hadn’t been certain when Pawly had killed it. 
 
      
 
    “Did you want me to split the coin between you?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cyra said quickly. “It’s all his.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... very well. Some crews do have the leader collect the rewards to divide as they see fit.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips thinned at Cyra’s outburst, but he didn’t contradict her. He accepted the money from the man, then stepped aside. “She needs to register.” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t a member?” the man asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a Walker, but things happened and we didn’t get a chance to register her before we got here.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be happy to help. Miss, place your dominant hand on the tablet.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels weird,” Stern told her as Cyra moved forward. 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled slowly, then pushed her right hand onto the tablet. She shuddered and pulled her hand away. “That was unpleasant.” 
 
      
 
    “Most Walkers say so,” the man said as he looked at the tablet. “Healing? Rare. You’ll get a number of offers from crews to join them.” 
 
      
 
    The word “healing” got the attention of one of the other people in the room. His furred ears twitched and the man glanced in their direction. Seeing Stern looking his way, his lips thinned. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s mood dropped as the man sneered at him. Pushing him from his mind, Stern gave his attention back to Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I will, but I have a crew,” Cyra said with a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m sure some others will be wanting to join you as you advance to the next tier of dungeons. Was there anything else we can do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said bluntly. “If you’ll excuse us?” 
 
      
 
    The balding man blinked, then nodded. “Of course, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra followed Stern out, but touched his arm once they were outside. “Stern?” 
 
      
 
    He stopped and blew out a breath. “Sorry. The mood in the room was not helping me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Where to next?” she asked quickly, hoping to help get his mind off it. 
 
      
 
    “General store. Good folks run it, and you’ll get to meet Sugar.” 
 
      
 
    “Sugar?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly hissed and sat down. 
 
      
 
    “A hound,” Stern said, rolling his eyes at Pawly. “You want to go?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly waved a paw. 
 
      
 
    “Go home. I’ll call you back later.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly faded away. 
 
      
 
    “Why did she want to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the first time we visited the store, she had an incident with Sugar…” Stern explained what happened as they walked. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Entering the general goods store, Stern felt the sadness inside and he exhaled sadly. “Matt, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    The old man behind the counter looked up with a long face. “Stern? Didn’t expect to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Life happened,” Stern said, looking around. “Sugar?” 
 
      
 
    Matt swallowed, his grief raw and fresh. “Passed last night.” 
 
      
 
    Stern lowered his head. “May the Goddess grant her a blessed life.” 
 
      
 
    Matt nodded somberly, then saw Cyra standing behind Stern. He tried to smile, but failed. “Miss, how can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m with him. He’d been telling me about Sugar on the way here.” 
 
      
 
    Matt swallowed again. “She was a good girl… but you didn’t come here just to see her, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “We have some things to sell,” Stern said. “How’s Norma handling it?” 
 
      
 
    “As good as I am. She’s visiting family today. Wanted away from the shop. She’ll be sad to have missed you again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be in town for a few weeks, at least,” Stern said. “I’ll try to stop by.” 
 
      
 
    “She’d like that,” Matt said, doing his best to pull himself together. “Okay, what do you have?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern grinned as he opened the door to the shop for Cyra. The chime announced them and Cyra went in, giving the proprietor a smile as she went up to the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Morning,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Morning… Stern?” Trish greeted Cyra, but spotted who was behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Trish, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I didn’t expect to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I needed to upgrade my armor and my fellow crew member needs some armor made.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eyes went back to Cyra, appraising the lykian. “Crew member? Hmm... did he ask you or did you ask him?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked and touched one of her ears, but stopped herself from grabbing it. “He pulled me from the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eyes widened slightly and she looked back at Stern. “Rebirth?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Her grandmother asked me to save her,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a story or two there.” Trish looked back at Cyra. “Has he treated you right?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled. “Stern is ever the gentleman. He’s shown me how to run, and Pawly’s helped keep us safe.” 
 
      
 
    Trish grinned and looked around. “Where is the terror?” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled and summoned Pawly. Pawly looked around, then leapt onto the counter, flopping onto her side between the women. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you,” Trish grinned widely as she began to pet Pawly. “You been helping these two?” 
 
      
 
    A chuff was Pawly’s only reply, besides a slow twist that displayed her belly. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the trap is exposed,” Trish laughed. “Not right now. I have business to hear about, first.” 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping you could do brigandine for mine and make a set for Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d take a while,” Trish said slowly. “A few months, at the very least, as I still have other orders I’m working on. Are you sure you want a full brigandine? I can make you a modified set.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “Putting strike plates into key locations. It would make it far lighter than a full brigandine, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Body armor,” Stern snorted. Seeing both women looking at him, he shook his head. “Something my father said. Still just as long to make it?” 
 
      
 
    “A little less, but close to that. The cost would be far lower than the whole armor, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Two silver?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “For you and my favorite terror,” Trish said as her hand suddenly darted to Pawly’s belly and gave it a rub. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and bit down on Trish, kicking at her wrist. Trish let her, and Cyra gasped in horror. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Trish told Cyra. “I have Iron Skin. She isn’t hurting me.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly extracted herself, sitting up and grooming her belly. 
 
      
 
    “Two silvers, it is,” Stern chuckled as he fished out the coins and set them on the counter. “Do you want to measure her? You’ll want to make them a little loose for now, as she’s going to be training while we wait. I bet Cyra will put some muscle on while we’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “She couldn’t put on less,” Trish said, giving Cyra a long look. “Hmm... Come with me, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    The two women went into the back room and Stern went up to the counter to pet Pawly. “Glad to see her?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and rubbed into his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Sugar passed,” Stern said a moment later. 
 
      
 
    Pawly stopped moving and looked up at him. She gave a mournful meow. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, me, too. Glad to know you didn’t actually hate her.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly flopped down and rolled onto her back. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled and started to rub her belly lightly. “Thanks for never making me bleed for this. It always makes me feel better.” 
 
      
 
    The two women returned before too long, both of them smiling. Stern felt happiness only, and he was glad that they got along. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking you both to dinner,” Trish said. “The Floundering Fish good for you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern thought of Barbara there and nodded. “Sure. Pawly likes the fish there.” 
 
      
 
    “See you there just after sundown,” Trish said. “Leave the armor.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bring it by tomorrow,” Stern said. “I was planning on running the dungeon tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, okay. See you tonight,” Trish said, then grinned at Pawly. “There’ll be fish for you tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and bumped Trish’s hand with her head. 
 
      
 
    “Have to find a place to stay for the next few months,” Stern said. “We’ll see you there.” He started to turn away, then shook his head and pulled the large bunnicorn skull from the top of his pack. “Almost forgot. Can you make this into a helmet?” 
 
      
 
    Trish whistled as she took the skull. “Damn, must have been a bad one. I can’t, but I know the guy who can. You want it dark and mottled like your armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and if they can make it special, please have them do it.” 
 
      
 
    “He knows how to put at least one enchantment slot on a piece. You want it as tricked out as possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pass it along and see what he says about the price.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me. See you later.” 
 
      
 
    With their goodbyes said, they left Trish to her business. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the four-story building with interest. “This isn’t an inn?” 
 
      
 
    “Not an inn, but a place to stay,” Stern said, leading her and Pawly inside. 
 
      
 
    “Stern?” Jensen half-asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Jensen, it’s good to see you,” Stern grinned. “Surprised?” 
 
      
 
    “To put it mildly. What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I need a place to rack out for a couple of months.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen glanced at Cyra before looking down to Pawly and grinning. “Hey, you. He been treating you well?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, jumping onto the desk and flopping onto her side for petting. 
 
      
 
    “Are there rooms?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Jensen shook his head. “No. However, I do have a double suite, if that works.” 
 
      
 
    Stern considered it, then looked at Cyra. “A single common room with two separate bedrooms. What do—?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Cyra said, not letting him finish. 
 
      
 
    “Guess we’ll take it,” Stern said to Jensen. 
 
      
 
    “Works for me. That sells out the rooms for this semester. Two or three months?” 
 
      
 
    “Call it two, though, it might go to three.” 
 
      
 
    “How about two and a half? You know I can’t give back, but if you stay, it’ll mean a discount.” 
 
      
 
    Stern thought about it, then nodded. “Done.” He placed a couple of coins on the counter. “There you go.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra got the glint of silver and looked down at the floor, thinking about all Stern was doing for her. 
 
      
 
    “Top floor, last room,” Jensen said, pulling out two keys and handing them over. He gave Cyra a warm smile. “I’m Jensen Melac, Miss…?” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra Walot,” Cyra replied with a timid smile. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you enjoy the place. If you need anything, either my sister or I will be here to help. Just let us know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. Thank you,” Cyra replied. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go unpack and get our things settled before dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen watched them go and smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    As they approached the Floundering Fish, Stern took a deep breath before leading Pawly and Cyra inside. The tavern was busy, the hubbub from all the conversations in the room making it loud. 
 
      
 
    The woman at the front of the room smiled briefly before it faded, then grew wide. “Stern, it’s so good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Barbara, good to see you. We were supposed to meet Trish Moxxy here.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara’s smile dimmed slightly. “Oh? You’re who she was waiting for? Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Stern motioned Cyra to follow Barbara as he took up the rear. Barbara’s feelings were sharp and Stern felt bad for her, but he wasn’t interested in anyone who wouldn’t run even the lowest of dungeons. 
 
      
 
    Trish looked up from the table she was sitting at and grinned. “There they are. Thanks,” she directed at Barbara. 
 
      
 
    “Can I get you anything to drink?” Barbara asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern saw the dark ale Trish was drinking and glanced over at Cyra. “A white wine, as we’ll likely be having fish?” 
 
      
 
    “If you think that’s best,” Cyra replied. 
 
      
 
    “We do have the fish Pawly loves,” Barbara grinned, placing her hand on Stern’s shoulder briefly. “I’ll go get your drinks. Be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra watched Barbara go with a frown, but Trish smirked. “Really, Stern?” Trish asked. “Didn’t think she’d be your type.” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t,” Stern shrugged. “Turned her down before, but some people will always hope.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? And what is your type?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers,” Stern replied. “Strong-willed women who won’t run screaming from danger.” He smirked back at Trish. “Maybe someone who can handle my cat.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed. “Well, you never came back after your first run. Maybe you missed your shot?” 
 
      
 
    “More the fool, me,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra sat there, watching them. Her expression was neutral as she did her best to keep her emotions in check. She reached over and gave Pawly a chin scratch. 
 
      
 
    Trish glanced at Cyra, her eyes sparkling. “So, tell me the story. How did you save Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    “Your drinks,” Barbara said, coming back with two glasses and an open bottle. “Did you decide what you’d like for dinner? I can tell you about what else we have if you don’t want fish.” 
 
      
 
    “Fish all around,” Trish said as she placed a silver coin on the table. “Bring drinks as needed, too. I’ll get the change afterward.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara took the coin. “Sure. I’ll go let the cook know.” 
 
      
 
    When she left, Trish turned back to Stern. “Now spill.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not an exciting story,” Stern said as he poured wine for Cyra and himself. “Cyra’s grandmother was asking Walkers to retrieve her shards. I accepted, and she was reborn.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stared at him. “You’re leaving a lot out.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he, now?” Trish asked. “Maybe you should fill in the blanks.” 
 
      
 
    “I only know secondhand,” Cyra said softly, taking a sip of the wine. “No one wanted to help retrieve my shards, as my grandmother couldn’t pay to compensate them for giving up their dungeon points.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting...” Trish said, giving Stern an appraising look. “So you did it alone?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern exhaled. “I pulled half of the shards out, and another group pulled the other two. I went to the temple with her grandmother to get the rebirth started.” 
 
      
 
    “He paid another crew to pull the other two shards out,” Cyra said. “Paid out of his own pocket… for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he? Just managed to forget that tidbit, did you, Stern?” 
 
      
 
    Stern took a long drink of his wine and refilled his glass. “Fine, I’ll explain it. I did it because her grandmother was clearly distraught and no one would listen to her. That wasn’t all, though— she’d gone into the dungeon with five others.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s playful mood dropped away at that news and she leaned forward. “A full crew and they didn’t bring her out?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. There’s a reason for that, but I didn’t find out until later,” Stern said. “Just sit back and let me explain.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up her mug, Trish sat back, her face serious. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Stern began to explain and, when he made it to his first encounter with Skippy, Trish snarled and slammed her mug into the table. The wooden tankard cracked and the little bit of ale left in it went sloshing out of the side. 
 
      
 
    “That pompous ass!” Trish spat. 
 
      
 
    The room had gone mostly quiet and all heads turned in their direction. Barbara rushed over to them. “Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    Trish looked over the room, then back at Barbara. “Sorry. A new mug, please, and deduct the cost of the one I broke from my tab.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara touched Stern’s shoulder, not reaching for the broken mug right away. “I can do that if everything is okay here.” 
 
      
 
    “I was relaying a story and it didn’t sit with Trish well,” Stern told her. “We’re all fine.” 
 
      
 
    After another second, Barbara nodded. She picked up a rag to wipe up the spill, then took the broken mug away from the table. Stern went back to explaining the rest of the first incident and how he paid the Sharp Ears crew to get the other shards. 
 
      
 
    Barbara brought over a new mug and a second bottle of wine, letting them know the fish would be out soon. She lingered a moment longer, but seeing that she wasn’t needed, she wandered off when another table called for her. 
 
      
 
    Stern skipped over the run, though Trish did ask if he’d tell her about his new perk. Stern promised to explain his perks later and went on with the story. Dinner was delivered right after he finished telling her about bringing the shards to the temple, so the story was put on hold while they ate. 
 
      
 
    The fish was as good as Stern remembered, and Pawly happily chewed on her own portion. Trish smiled at Pawly, reaching over to give her a scritch behind the ears between bites. 
 
      
 
    Stern finished his meal first and immediately launched back into the story. When he got to the attack in the street, Trish’s hands went white on her cutlery, but she didn’t break anything this time. 
 
      
 
    Before he could explain what happened in jail, Cyra coughed. “I want to add something here, if I may?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “The guards escorted me to the temple again. I was… not well. They soothed me and helped me regain my sense of self. One of them told me about how the people who had saved me were in jail currently, but would likely be let out shortly.” Cyra paused to sip at her wine. “I was happy about that, but worried. I knew that Skippy’s father, the mayor, wouldn’t take his death well.” 
 
      
 
    “The fucking mayor’s son?” Trish asked in a harsh voice. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get there,” Stern said and nodded to Cyra. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just making up my mind to go to the courts when a very experienced Walker came to find me.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me speak here,” Stern said. “I was taken to jail along with the Mixed Heritage crew. We were there for hours, and when a guard finally showed up, he let them go, but not me.” Stern held up a hand to forestall Trish. “When I was alone, the mayor came in.” 
 
      
 
    Stern went on to explain his meeting with the mayor and Roger Lightdawn. Trish’s lips were thin as he continued. She was clearly on the edge of exploding as Stern described the court, but she managed to contain herself. Stern omitted the letter during his explanation as he didn’t want anyone else to know about it. When he got to the point where he asked for the zone of truth, Trish’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
      
 
    “You willingly did that?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “It gets a bad reputation, but the zone isn’t bad. It doesn’t force you to speak, but if you do, it makes sure you speak true. Someone can force out a lie if they’re strong-willed enough, but the power of the zone will stop affecting them and it’ll be obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “I showed up at that point,” Cyra said. “I was told about the zone and the mayor asked the judge to stop, but I spoke before he could remove the orb. I told the truth about how and why they’d taken me into the dungeon.” She paused when Barbara came up to the table. 
 
      
 
    “All done?” Barbara asked. 
 
      
 
    “With the food,” Stern said. “I don’t think we need any more wine, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I want one more mug, please,” Trish said. “Are there any desserts?” 
 
      
 
    “We have tarts.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern? Cyra?” Trish asked them. 
 
      
 
    Cyra licked her lips. “Do you have strawberry?” 
 
      
 
    Barbara grinned. “We do.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Peach?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Barbara giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Strawberry,” Trish said, giving Cyra a grin. “It’s my favorite, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bring them right out,” Barbara said as she left the table. 
 
      
 
    Cyra went on talking about what she’d said to the court, and Trish exhaled slowly, clearly pissed off. When she stopped, Stern explained about the mayor’s heart attack. 
 
      
 
    “I hope he died,” Trish growled. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, that sounds bad,” Barbara said as she approached the table again, having only heard Trish’s statement. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be the best he deserves!” Trish snapped before taking a deep breath. “Sorry. I’m sorry. Please excuse us. We’re having a personal conversation.” 
 
      
 
    Barbara set the plates down and sniffed. “Of course. Pardon me.” She moved a single step away, then turned around and touched Stern’s shoulder. “Will you be coming by again?” 
 
      
 
    “Possibly,” Stern said. “No idea how long I’ll be in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope to see you again,” Barbara said and walked off. 
 
      
 
    “Dumb bitch doesn’t get the hint, does she?” Trish snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Be nice,” Stern said. “She’s always been nice to me and Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    Trish picked up her tart and took a big bite so she wouldn’t say something she’d regret. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway,” Stern sighed. “I offered to run Cyra through the dungeon so she’d at least get her badge. That led us to leave Bloodstone before the mayor recovered. We agreed to become a crew. We’re here to run her through the dungeon and to get her in better shape for the next tier of dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    The women were finishing their tarts and Stern started eating his. 
 
      
 
    “Two months, at least,” Trish murmured. “You’re running the dungeon tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the plan,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Trish turned her gaze to Cyra. “You really want to keep running?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have my reasons,” Cyra said. Trish looked at Stern and Cyra’s cheeks flushed. “Other reasons,” she said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... Sounds like an adventure. I only made it through the sixth, myself. Picked up my second leatherworking perk there,” Trish said softly. “Lost three of our crew. We paid to have them brought out, but the crew split up. Then, I came back here to work on armor. It’s never easy, and it only gets harder.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Cyra said, “but we’ll do our best. With good friends, like Pawly, I think we’ll do better than most.” 
 
      
 
    Trish snorted slightly, then smiled. “Maybe. You’ll need to find someone to hold the line for you. A good bulwark can make everything easier.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad always said the same,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” Trish said, “but even then, it doesn’t mean anything if the dungeon isn’t set up for that kind of run.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We need a trap finder, too.” 
 
      
 
    “A healer, if you can find one, is a Goddess blessed crew member,” Trish added. “With those three, you have the best shot at surviving.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to find a bulwark and trap finder,” Cyra said, her words a little slurred. “At least we already have me.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eyebrow went up. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled and looked around to see if anyone else had heard. “Limited healing,” he explained. 
 
      
 
    Trish shook her head. “Amazing. It does sound like she should call it a night, though, especially if you want to make the run tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you’re probably right,” Stern agreed. “Thank you for dinner, Trish.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Trish said. “Do you want help getting her back to your room?” 
 
      
 
    “Back to her room. We have different rooms,” Stern said as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Are you leaving?” Barbara asked, a smile growing on her face when she heard Stern’s sentence. 
 
      
 
    “Have a dungeon to run tomorrow,” Stern said. “Need to pack it in.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” Trish said, grabbing Cyra when she swayed. “Here, lean on me.” 
 
      
 
    As Trish started to help Cyra toward the door, Barbara watched them go. “I really do hope to see you again before you leave the city.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled and made eye contact with her. Her brown eyes were hopeful, and that made what he was about to say harder. “Barbara, you’re a lovely woman, but I’m not interested. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    The pain of rejection hit him before she spoke, “I see. You only like the ones who court death? Fine. Good night.” Barbara turned on her heel, heading for the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly and shook his head. “I tried to do it nicely last time...” With nothing more to say, he left the Floundering Fish behind, sure he’d never be back. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was glad that Trish helped him get Cyra home and into her room, leaving her to get Cyra stripped and into bed. When Trish came out of the other bedroom, he had two cups of tea waiting. 
 
      
 
    “A hot tea before you go? It’s cold outside.” 
 
      
 
    Trish looked thoughtful, then took a seat on the sofa. “Does Pawly always sleep with her?” 
 
      
 
    “Half and half. She’s taken a real liking to Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “I noticed,” Trish said, holding her teacup in her hands. “How does she do in the dungeons? Do you really think she’ll make it past the next tier?” 
 
      
 
    Stern took a sip of his tea. “Yes. She’s determined and, with her perks, it’ll make things easier. I worry about how she’ll do when we lose a crew member, but that’ll be up to her. I’ll keep going, even if I have to find a different crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Trish asked, setting her cup down and meeting his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Trish’s blue eyes seemed to draw him in. “Family, and it’s what I want,” he explained. “I want to see them all. The Goddess’ promise draws me on.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s blue eyes widened. “You really mean to go for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It feels right to me. Finding a crew who is just as dedicated will be… problematic, but I have hope.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Trish said before standing up. “A lofty goal.” 
 
      
 
    “If you have to set goals, set them high,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, that’s true... for a hero like you, maybe that’s for the best,” Trish said. “See me out?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Stern walked her to the door, stopping just outside the suite. “Thanks again, Trish.” 
 
      
 
    Trish met his eyes and her lips turned up at the corners. “Two months is a nice little chunk of time. Don’t think you only have to come by for your armor.” With no warning, she leaned in and gave him a soft, quick kiss, then walked away. “Night, hero.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stood there, blinking after her, his eyes glued to her swaying hips until she turned out of sight. Shaking his head, he went back inside and managed to make his way to bed. As he fell asleep, he wondered if Trish might be willing to go further in the future, or if he was reading things wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Cyra woke with Pawly curled up on her chest. She blinked groggily as she tried to recall how she’d gotten home. The memory of her being inebriated and having to be helped to her room made her cheeks burn. He was too embarrassed by me to help me into bed... Cyra thought, remembering Stern leaving Trish with her. 
 
      
 
    Her memory was spotty, but she did recall Trish helping strip her down, then leaning over her with a smirk. Her voice echoed in Cyra’s lightly pounding head, “Hmm... he is an oddity, isn’t he? Looks like a blighted, but saves lost souls. From what I’ve heard, he trains vigorously, as if he was fighting for his life. His summons isn’t a monster, but Pawly, who’s adorable and lovable, though vicious. Do you think he’s just like her? Well, since you have Pawly keeping you company tonight, perhaps I’ll keep Stern company. Sleep well.” With a smirk, the redhead left her in bed with Pawly on her chest. Cyra just stared as the door shut, her mind was too foggy for her to get up. Now, she lay there, petting Pawly and chewing her lip in worry. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he…?” Cyra started, then trailed off. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and inched farther up, stretching her full body out. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any right,” Cyra said, closing her eyes tightly. “I can’t. The thought of it…” She shuddered as Klein filled her vision, leering at her and telling her about all the things he was going to do to her. 
 
      
 
    A soft paw slapped her nose, jerking her back to reality. Her eyes watered, though Cyra wasn’t sure if it was from fear or the slap, but she hiccupped and hugged Pawly to her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly purred as she waited for Cyra to let her go. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe he’ll be happy with her,” Cyra finally said, letting Pawly go. “He deserves someone who’ll do those things with him.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sneezed full in her face, earning a spluttering protest from Cyra. She then stood up and leapt off her, managing to place all of her weight onto a single nipple for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Cyra cried out again, clutching at her chest and jerking upright, still wiping her face off with her free hand. 
 
      
 
    The door flew open and Stern was standing there, concern on his face. “Cyra, are you…?!” He started to ask, but his voice trailed off. He blinked for another few seconds before spinning around, slamming the door as he did so. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face burned as she stared at the door. She was sitting up with the blanket around her waist, her naked torso on full display. The only thing covered was one breast, being held protectively in one hand. It might have looked like she was wiping at drool as she played with herself, if viewed from the wrong angle. 
 
      
 
    Stern leaned against the wall next to the door, trying to forget the image of Cyra in bed. It wouldn’t go away, and a part of him didn’t want to let him get rid of it. Taking a deep breath, he let his head thump into the wall. 
 
      
 
    Idiot! We’re in our rooms! She’d be fine... she was never in danger, Stern berated himself. You know better than to open a woman’s door unannounced. Mom would be pissed if she found out that I did that. Taking a deep breath, he pushed away from the wall. Breakfast. I should make breakfast. Maybe she’ll accept the apology. 
 
      
 
    Cyra shuddered as she hunched over into a ball. He’d seen her naked and fled. Maybe he was repulsed by her? A street urchin who was stupid enough to go into a dungeon and nearly get raped by five men... Of course, he’s disgusted with me. Compared to her, we’re trash. 
 
      
 
    Cyra came out of her room slowly when she finally managed to uncurl herself. She swallowed, waiting for Stern to deride her, but instead found him in the small kitchen area, making food. Pawly was sitting at the table, waiting to be fed, and Cyra was unsure what to do with herself. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have food ready shortly,” Stern said. “Have a seat?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra licked her lips and went to sit beside Pawly. “Stern, I—!” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, I—” 
 
      
 
    They both cut off, and Stern chuckled. “A little awkward. Fits this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra laughed tentatively. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said, exhaling slowly as he picked up two plates. “I was…” Turning to find her at the table, his words failed him. The vulnerable look on her face cut into him, along with the emotions she was trying to suppress. Her fear was leaking out enough for him to feel it. 
 
      
 
    When he turned and faltered, Cyra swallowed. Her eyes burned and her fear spiked against her best attempt to remain calm. He’s going to tell me to leave... 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled sharply and spoke in a rush, “I’m sorry. I really am. I didn’t think, and I made a terrible mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra hiccupped and her fear flooded through her. Tears spilled from her eyes as she leapt to her feet, rushing for the front door. “Forgive me!” she sobbed. 
 
      
 
    Stern froze in place, the plates in his hands suddenly forgotten as Cyra bolted. The fear, sadness, and heartache that burst from her hit him hard. The door slammed shut behind her before he could shake the emotions free. Pawly yowled and rushed to the door, and that let Stern finally pull completely out of his stunned state. 
 
      
 
    Dropping the plates onto the counter, Stern rushed after Cyra. The moment he opened the door, Pawly dashed out ahead of him. Stern ran for all he was worth, knowing he could catch her, but he hadn’t accounted for her fear giving her speed. 
 
      
 
    Jensen was staring at the front door, which was wide open, when Stern came bounding down the stairs. “Stern, what the fuck did you do?!” Jensen called after him angrily. 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t answer— he chased Cyra, his eyes locked on Pawly dashing down the street. Stern kept his emotions locked on the fear radiating off Cyra, ignoring everything else. 
 
      
 
    People watched the young woman fleeing, then saw a tall, gaunt, pale-skinned man racing after her. His grim visage and cold eyes made them shiver in horror. Someone yelled a single word, and panic started to spread. 
 
      
 
    Pawly caught up to Cyra first— her yowl broke through Cyra’s emotions, making her look down to see Pawly running alongside her. Cyra stumbled as her body finally overrode her panicked mind. Her muscles screamed in protest and her lungs burned with fire. She rolled awkwardly and came to a stop against an alley. With a groan, she dragged herself into the alley out of reflex. 
 
      
 
    Pawly pushed against her, purring and rubbing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m… I-I’m sorry!” Cyra sobbed as she hugged Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Stern came to a skidding halt, dropping to his knees before Cyra, breathing fast. Cyra watched him with wide eyes, trying to figure out why he’d chased her down when he wanted her to leave. 
 
      
 
    Stern reached out a hand to her, trying to get his mouth to form the words. 
 
      
 
    “It’s attacking her! Get it!” came a cry from down the street. 
 
      
 
    Cyra jerked up and looked past Stern to where a small mob was rushing their way. The anger and fear on their faces were easy for her to see. The few in the lead were holding weapons in their hands. 
 
      
 
    Understanding hit Cyra in a rush. She scrambled past Stern, dropping Pawly as she went. She lunged to her feet and held her arms wide. “Stop!” 
 
      
 
    “Move! The blighted has to die!” the foremost man snapped at her. “It corrupted her mind! Hold her back while we kill it!” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled and sprang in front of Cyra. Fur standing up, she was an unexploded bundle of fear that hiss and spat. That got the crowd to hesitate— animals normally feared the blighted, and this one was facing them instead of the creature. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, don’t,” Stern said, climbing to his feet behind Cyra. “There’s a misunderstanding here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll charm us all if we don’t stop it!” someone in the back shouted. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s fingers flexed and Pawly suddenly grew much larger, shifted in place, and had tentacles. “I’m not a fucking blighted!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not!” Cyra shouted. “He’s a Walker!” 
 
      
 
    The man in the lead had a lead badge with two dungeons on it. He frowned and noticed the badge on Cyra’s outfit, then leaned to the side and noted Stern’s. “What in the Goddess’ name is happening?!” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled and her tentacles lashed the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, easy,” Stern said to her, then addressed the crowd again. “I’m not blighted. I’m an irregular.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd looked uncertain, but the man in the back shouted, “He’s lying! Get him!” 
 
      
 
    The Walker in the front spun on the crowd. “Shut your damned gob! He’s got a badge on and so does she! Blighted have never come this far south! Break it up!” 
 
      
 
    “Why was he chasing her, then?” the voice from the back demanded. 
 
      
 
    Both Cyra and Stern flushed, and neither looked at the crowd. 
 
      
 
    The leader of the mob snorted and started to walk away. “I don’t know, genius. Why does any man chase a woman of similar age?” 
 
      
 
    The mob broke apart, leaving Stern and Cyra at the mouth of an alley, both of them embarrassed and nervous. 
 
      
 
    Pawly looked back at Stern and waved a paw. 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed and cleared his throat. “Go home. I’ll call you back soon.” 
 
      
 
    With Pawly gone and the crowd leaving, Cyra swallowed the lump in her throat. She was sure Stern had been sorry for saving her and wanted her gone, but then he chased her, clearly worried for her. 
 
      
 
    Stern swayed slightly on his feet as Cyra’s emotions ripped at him. Clamping down on his own emotions, he did his best to push through hers. “Cyra, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have barged in. I heard you cry out and was afraid that something had happened. Mom would be pissed at me if she found out that I barged into your room. I don’t know how to ever really apologize for that, but I’ll try, okay? I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked, looking at the street. Her back had been to him as Stern spewed out his apology in a jumbled rush of words. When the words sank in, her fear started to ebb and her embarrassment climbed high. 
 
      
 
    “You… you didn’t… want me to leave? You don’t think saving me was a mistake?” she asked, her voice was barely audible. 
 
      
 
    “What? No! Not at all. I haven’t had many friends, and I don’t want to lose one. Especially not you.” 
 
      
 
    His words slammed into her heart and Cyra hiccupped, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I’m an idiot...” 
 
      
 
    “We can be idiots together,” Stern said softly, touching her shoulder tentatively, “if that’s okay with you?” 
 
      
 
    Spinning around, she hugged him, her face in his breastbone. Her ears slapped him in the face, but he didn’t flinch. Instead, he held her back, his heart unclenching as her fear faded and happiness replaced it. 
 
      
 
    “I made breakfast to apologize,” Stern said after a moment. “The words got stuck when I saw how afraid you were. I thought you were afraid of me because…” He trailed off when the memory of her in bed flooded his mind. 
 
      
 
    Cyra stiffened slightly, then sniffled and laughed. “Oh... Pawly sneezed in my face and stepped on my breast. You came to check on me because I cried out?” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking Pawly,” Stern sighed. “No wonder she wanted to go home.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra laughed then— a real laugh— as she eased away from him and wiped at her face. “She’s a menace, but I love her.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know how that is,” Stern said. “Breakfast is cold now, but we can go eat.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced up at him, then away. “I’m sorry, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I,” Stern said softly. “You’re wanted here. Try to hold to that thought, okay? If you doubt it, talk to me.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the street again. “I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all I can ask. Does cold food sound good to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you cooked it for me, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it lives up to your expectations,” Stern said. “We have a dungeon to run after breakfast, if you’re still up for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a little awkward, but was drastically better than the start of their morning. Pawly had been appreciative of the food and was ready to go before they were. Stern was the last one ready, as it took some time to get all of his armor on. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about the delay,” Stern said. “I’m good. We have a stop on the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Where at?” Cyra asked as they left the suite. 
 
      
 
    “The dojo. We need to reserve a training room for the next few months. We’ll be there most days after today.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded and gave Jensen a smile as they entered the lobby. “Sorry for earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as everything’s okay,” Jensen said, giving Stern a hard look. 
 
      
 
    Stern stopped at the desk and locked eyes with Jensen. “I will never willingly hurt her.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen took a step back. “I… uh…” 
 
      
 
    Stern relaxed his expression. “Relax. I’m glad you worried about her. Cyra will never have to worry about me hurting her, though.” 
 
      
 
    “It was really my fault...” Cyra said softly. “I misunderstood, thinking he wanted me to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, okay,” Jensen said, rubbing his neck. “It’s not really my place. I just feel bad if I see women crying.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” Stern said and held out his hand. “You still have my thanks for worrying for her.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen shook his hand. “Glad it wasn’t what it looked like. You’ve been a good guest. I would have hated to cut ties.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re off to the dungeon,” Stern said. “See you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Later,” Jensen said as they passed him. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a nice guy,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Jensen’s been fair to me. Hell, he barely balked when I showed up the first time. I would have hated trying to find another place to stay. And no, you aren’t making trouble, so stop thinking that.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra jerked and Stern laughed. “How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Your emotions, and it made the most sense as to why you felt that way.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s lips twitched. “At least it’s not mind reading. That would be hard to deal with, never being able to keep things to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Stern considered her words for a bit as they walked. “If I could control it, I’d take it over what I have right now. At least then, I’d have a choice. If it was uncontrolled like my empathic problem... then, yeah, hard pass. If someone I cared for could…? I don’t know. I might be okay with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Depending on how well I knew them,” Stern hedged. “I do have some secrets, so that would be awkward if I didn’t trust them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I can see that.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone has secrets they don’t want known. Things as silly as liking someone to something as big as having killed a person.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” Cyra said, glad he wasn’t looking her way. 
 
      
 
    “The large building right there is the dojo,” Stern said, changing the topic. 
 
      
 
    “It looks just like the one in Bloodstone.” 
 
      
 
    “They look the same in every city. The dojo, academy, and all of the government buildings look the same no matter what city you go to.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you been to many?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern cursed himself internally, but answered her truthfully, “A few dozen. My family took trips, especially as we got older.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? That must have been amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “It was and wasn’t,” Stern said, thinking back. Clearing his throat, he motioned to the building. “It won’t take long. Have you been inside before?” 
 
      
 
    “Just the two months during the academy,” Cyra said. “The instructor ignored me after the first day.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips twisted in disapproval as he thought of why that might have happened. “Hmm... They’re supposed to give you training at least to make sure you have a rudimentary idea of how to defend yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I did the best I could alone.” 
 
      
 
    Entering the dojo, Stern paused just inside the door. An angelic woman sat behind the desk in the lobby. 
 
      
 
    “Stern? We did not expect to see you back here,” the receptionist said with a broad smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t, Velina. I need to have a room set aside for me for two or three months.” 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather will be happy to have you back. Are you willing to have the same deal as before?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends. Velina, this is Cyra. She needs training. The Bloodstone dojo failed her, as did the academy there. She’ll be training with me.” 
 
      
 
    Velina gave Cyra a piercing stare. “They failed you?” 
 
      
 
    “I completed the course, but… it wasn’t because of me.” 
 
      
 
    Velina’s eyebrow shot up and she turned back to Stern. “Can you explain this?” 
 
      
 
    “The mayor’s son pulled strings. He wanted her to pass, but without training,” Stern said grimly. 
 
      
 
    Velina’s eyes narrowed. “And where is this person now?” 
 
      
 
    “Dead. He attacked me in the streets of Bloodstone.” 
 
      
 
    Satisfaction gleamed in her eyes. “Well, then, we shall accommodate this, and I will oversee her training.” She looked back at Cyra. “If that is acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a good trainer,” Stern said, seeing Cyra’s hesitation, “and she’s about your size, so you’d probably learn better with her than with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I accept,” Cyra said, “but umm... we’ll train together, too, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Her grandfather will take up most of my time, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I will,” said the powerful voice from behind Stern. 
 
      
 
    Cyra turned to find a short, ebony-skinned man with white wings folded against his back. He was aged with lines around his eyes and slightly curled, arthritic hands. She was surprised the voice had come from him. 
 
      
 
    “Master Winla, it’s a pleasure,” Stern said, turning around to face the old man. 
 
      
 
    “No, it shall be mine,” Winla smiled, his white teeth gleaming. “You appear to be on your way to the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Today, yes. We’ll be by tomorrow to train, and then every day thereafter for at least two months while we wait for armor being made. Oh, Velina, please find her a weapon that works? We’ll have to pick one up before we leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Velina smiled at Cyra. “Tomorrow will be an easy day, but the faster you learn, the faster we teach.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am? I’m only a few years older than you,” Velina snorted. “Velina is fine, or miss.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Velina.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall look forward to tomorrow,” Winla smiled. “You will not have an easy day.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured,” Stern said, shaking hands with the small man. “Tomorrow, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    As they stepped outside, Cyra glanced back at the dojo. “Is he skilled?” 
 
      
 
    “One of the most skilled men I’ve ever fought,” Stern said. “He’s a retired bright-steel-badged Walker. He takes it easy on me because I don’t have any offensive perks. He’ll be sad to hear I still don’t have any.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he’ll love your upgrades,” Stern chuckled, “but it means he won’t be able to go all out against me, either.” 
 
      
 
    “What was his role when he was a Walker?” 
 
      
 
    “Bulwark,” Stern replied. “From the little I’ve heard from him and Velina, he was a damned good one.” 
 
      
 
    “His crew?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they all made it out. They just decided it was time to stop pushing. They went their separate ways, all picking up simple trades to enjoy. They get together once a year to catch up.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Cyra said smiling. “So not all crews end badly? I had thought…” 
 
      
 
    “Not all, but most,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we’ll be like his crew?” Cyra murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Stern said, hoping she was right. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted at the open, grassy plain they were standing in. “Cyra, your Life Sense is about to be even more amazing for us.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked at the field of nearly waist-high grass in surprise. “There’s no tunnels or trees hemming us in.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. This is an open dungeon. There’s an invisible wall that surrounds the area. Last time I had one of these, it was large-clawed, sharp-toothed squirrels. I doubt it’ll be them again.” Stern had been doing his hand motions as he spoke, and Pawly meowed when all of her improvements washed over her. “Pawly will be the speartip, but you get to point us in the right direction. We want to find the wall and circle around first, as most of the mobs here will stay relatively close to their original point. At least they will at this low of a dungeon level.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, umm... which way is the closest wall?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no saying for certain, but Dad always recommended going backward.” Stern hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Last time Pawly and I did a dungeon like this, I stayed down so as not to get ambushed. There’s no need to do that if you can keep Life Sense pulsing away.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I haven’t tried to keep it active all the time before, so we can see what happens?” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, low and slow. We’re going to stay standing, but listen for Cyra to tell you when we get close to something. There’s no saying what the monsters here are going to be.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and began to slink in the direction Stern had motioned to earlier. 
 
      
 
    They’d only gone a short distance when Cyra said, “Two ahead, maybe ten feet away.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly crept slower, Stern had his two daggers in hand, and Cyra clutched his third one. Stern froze in place when he saw a head pop up above the grass for a moment. Cyra stopped beside him, puzzled by the brief glimpse. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, ferretinas!” Stern called out. 
 
      
 
    Pawly hissed and her tentacles lashed out, scything through the grass. Large chunks of the vegetation went flying as Pawly fought to clear the area around her. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” Stern hissed as he scanned the grass for movement. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming… err…? Maybe,” Cyra said as she held onto Life Sense. 
 
      
 
    “War dance,” Stern told her. “They’re coming, but erratically. The bigger ones can literally mesmerize you, but these are smaller, so they’ll just be erratic and hard to hit.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s eyes went wide and she looked around her where two pulses of life were moving closer. “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Get ready. They can be fast and are extremely agile. Hitting one is a challenge.” 
 
      
 
    “Just ahead of you!” Cyra called out to Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Out of the grass in front of Pawly, a three-foot-long, ferret-like creature came tumbling. With a small bouncing flip, it vanished into the grass again. A second one came darting out before rolling to the side, then springing backward. 
 
      
 
    Pawly’s head whipped side to side as she tried to understand what the beasts were doing. Her tentacles quivered as she decided which one she should attack and when. 
 
      
 
    “Mind the claws and teeth,” Stern warned Cyra. “They might not kill you right away, but they’ll gash you open easily.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed the lump in her throat and quietly wished she already had her armor. 
 
      
 
    One of the two ferretinas came leaping out of the grass, going into a roll as it closed the distance on Pawly. Pawly hissed and slapped at it only to have to spring to the side, avoiding its attack. Pawly spun, her other tentacles lashing down as the second ferretina charged out of the grass from her side. 
 
      
 
    Stern threw one of his daggers, which just missed the monster, but made it break off its attack. He raced forward to get his dagger back and guard Pawly’s back. “I’ll be behind you!” he told Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Pawly attacked the ferretina over and over only to have her tentacles miss by inches each time. She yowled and pounced forward, but the monster jumped backward into the grass. Inching back, Pawly’s tail lashed side to side, her ears laying flat on her head. 
 
      
 
    “Wish I had fire magic,” Stern exhaled angrily. “Then these damned things wouldn’t have an easy way out.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed and stayed where she was. The ferretinas were focused on Pawly and Stern, and there weren’t any others nearby. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, both monsters rushed out of the grass— they weren’t spinning or rolling, just rushing forward, their bellies low to the ground. Pawly yowled, her tentacles lashing out. She missed both of them as they darted to either side of her. 
 
      
 
    “I got the right!” Stern shouted as he stepped up beside her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly leaned back, then slashed forward with one massive paw at the left ferretina. The creature tried to dodge, but Pawly’s extra-large paw slapped the beast. Though the creature managed to get a bite on her paw, its blood went flying as Pawly’s claws sliced deep into it, killing it. 
 
      
 
    The second ferretina darted at Pawly. Stern kicked out, but it leapt over his foot. It landed on Pawly’s neck, latching on, as her illusionary placement had been displaced by the bite to her paw. The ferretina failed to account for the thick fur that surrounded her neck so, instead of tearing a chunk of flesh out, it only gashed her. 
 
      
 
    Yowling, Pawly shook her head and sent the ferretina flying. 
 
      
 
    Unluckily for it, it flew at Stern, who snagged it behind the head and stabbed it in the gut. He yanked his knife down and the monster lashed before it went limp. Stern dropped it to the ground, looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Both are dead,” Cyra said with a deep exhale. “Oh, Pawly, hang on.” 
 
      
 
    “Go home,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly faded away. 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked. She’d been about to heal Pawly, then remembered that she got healed if Stern sent her away. “Right. I forget.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. If the fight was still going, it would be a good thing, but at the end of one, it’s easiest to let her go home and pull her back.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stepped toward Stern, then pulled back. “What’s that smell?” 
 
      
 
    “Scent glands,” Stern said with a grimace. “Give it a minute and it’ll fade. Weasels have scent glands in their ass. It’s nowhere near as bad as a skunk, but these guys can still make your eyes water. Luckily, they only do it when frightened. If they did it during the fight, it’d be worse.” 
 
      
 
    Stern summoned Pawly back, and she sat down and stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. They’re a bit too agile for me to kick, so it seems,” Stern told her. “Nice toss, though.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sneezed and looked away. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, he did try,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly yawned and glanced at her, then to Stern. With a sigh, she moved over and bumped his leg. 
 
      
 
    “Love you, too,” Stern said as he added her buffs. “Now we know what we’re facing. This is going to take longer if we’re going to do it safely. I’m going to say just scythe it all down as we move. We’ll need the open space when we fight them.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and her tentacles patted the grass down. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, are you okay?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m useless...” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. We knew they were coming because of you. Imagine if Pawly hadn’t been able to clear any space before they got to us? And if things go bad, you’ll be able to heal us.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing his earnest expression, she nodded, pushing her self-loathing down. “Okay. If you say it, I’ll believe it.” 
 
      
 
    “No pressure there, then,” Stern chuckled awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Pawly, I’ll try better, but I’m just a clumsy human, so be understanding, huh?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and bumped his thigh. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, furball. You’re on point again.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hours passed by as they worked their way around the outside before slowly spiraling toward the middle of the dungeon. Stern told Cyra about the squirrels he’d faced and what the last fight might look like. 
 
      
 
    Cyra worried about having to fight five of the ferretinas. “We can do it,” she said, but her uncertainty was high. 
 
      
 
    “With Pawly, we can do it,” Stern agreed. “You should be picking up signs of life soon.” 
 
      
 
    When they got closer to the center, Cyra’s eyes went wide. “One... it’s big!” 
 
      
 
    Stern inhaled sharply as the beast in question stood up to look over the grass. “Boss!” 
 
      
 
    The giant ferretina chittered angrily before dropping briefly out of view. Its back was just under the top of the grass so, when it began its war dance, it became easy for them to see where it was coming from. 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled, her tentacles clearing a wide space around her. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, it might be able to mesmerize you! Be careful!” Stern yelled at her. “Cyra, turn away from it! If you can’t see it, it won’t mesmerize you. I’ll yell if you need to move.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed, spinning around. “I’m ready!” 
 
      
 
    Stern took a deep breath and focused on the fear radiating from Cyra and the anger coming from Pawly. If I can hold onto their emotions, maybe I’ll be able to resist it, he hoped. 
 
      
 
    With a spinning leap, the five-foot ferretina came into the clearing Pawly had made. It lashed out at Pawly, but its attack slid through the illusion. Pawly’s return strike landed— the claws on her tentacles barely cut into it as the beast was already rolling away, disappearing back into the grass. 
 
      
 
    Pawly let out a yowl of frustration and got ready for it to come back. Stern stood back, ready to throw his daggers if the creature paused even for a moment. 
 
      
 
    The ferretina bounded into and out of the grassy clearing, but only partially before it vanished. Stern blinked, realizing he had lowered his guard. Pawly’s tentacles were drooping as she watched. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, snap out of it,” Stern said, trying to push his mind free of the effect. He settled on closing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Pawly shivered at Stern’s command and was just shaking off the edges of the mesmerization when the mob came rushing out of the grass. With a hiss, Pawly shook her head, but the ferretina wasn’t heading for her. 
 
      
 
    Stern opened his eyes just in time to see the large, furry monster leaping at him. “Fuck!” He threw his right arm up to cover his neck and lashed out with the dagger in his left hand. The monster latched onto his arm for only a moment, but its teeth cut right through the hardened leather, sinking into his flesh. Fortunately for Stern, it couldn’t yank a piece of him away, as it would need to jerk back to free itself. Stern planted his dagger into its side once, and almost managed it a second time when the four clawed feet hit him. With a spring, it flung itself away, leaving gouges in his leather armor. 
 
      
 
    Pawly launched herself after the ferretina. Her claws left gashes in it, but it managed to slip away from her. With an angry yowl, Pawly backed up, putting herself in front of Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, heal me, please?” Stern asked with a grimace. His right hand was not gripping his dagger as tightly as it should. 
 
      
 
    Cyra spun to him, her eyes flying open as she used Minor Life to send him some healing. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Its teeth can bite through the leather, but its claws didn’t manage,” Stern told her. He watched the grass shift and shudder as the ferretina moved. “Okay, this is going to suck, but it’ll be easier this way. Pawly, I’m going to grab it next time. You need to get its neck quick, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly hissed in anger and crouched. 
 
      
 
    “What? No!” Cyra cried out. 
 
      
 
    “It can only bite. I’ll let it bite my arm and then grapple it to immobilize it. Its claws will rake me again, but I’ll be fine. Pawly can kill it quickly if I can hold it still for her. A minor injury for a win is worth it,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra didn’t like the idea of Stern getting injured, but she knew he had a point. She clamped her mouth shut so she wouldn’t argue. She glared at the shifting grass, getting angry at the beast. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt her growing anger and sighed to himself. She’ll forgive me afterward. She knows I’m right. 
 
      
 
    The grass shuddered close to the clearing and Stern stepped past Pawly. Pawly crouched, getting ready to spring, and Cyra closed her eyes, ready to use her healing. 
 
      
 
    The ferretina came then, but not for Stern nor Pawly. It came bounding out of the grass and to the side before lunging for Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, get down!” Stern shouted in horror. 
 
      
 
    Cyra didn’t open her eyes— she just fell to the ground, hunching up to minimize what might happen. 
 
      
 
    Pawly launched herself at the ferretina. Her tentacles raked the side of the beast, but it still managed to get past Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Stern had seen the change of direction and shouted to Cyra before he took a single step and lunged. His left arm crossed in front of the monster and it latched onto the offered limb. Stern jerked himself backward, falling and getting ready to take hold of the beast. 
 
      
 
    Cyra cried out as pain lanced through her side, though it was not as bad as it might have been. Stern’s cry made her eyes open in an instant and she spun on the ground, wincing as her sliced side protested. Stern had fed his arm to the beast and was grappling with it, trying to hold it against him. Its back claws were bloody, and a scrap of her shirt was caught on one of them. 
 
      
 
    Pawly landed on top of the ferretina and Stern, biting down hard on its neck. She clamped her jaw shut as hard as she could as she pulled back and shook. Stern’s scream made her thrash harder, wanting to punish the creature for hurting him. She didn’t understand that it was her thrashing making him yell. 
 
      
 
    Stern screamed as Pawly thrashed, the beast’s teeth digging even deeper gouges in his arm. He let go of the ferretina with his right arm, as Pawly had it, and slammed his fist into its snout. The creature unlatched its jaws, allowing Pawly to pull it off him as she killed it. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, hang on!” Cyra cried out as she used Minor Life twice in a row on him. 
 
      
 
    The pain dulled and he sat up. Seeing her bleeding, he lurched over to her. “Use your healing on yourself!” he told her. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t,” Cyra grimaced, tears forming in her eyes. “Ally only, and I used all of them on you.” 
 
      
 
    Grabbing at his bag, he yanked the healing salve out. “Hang on, I’ll get it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s shirt had been torn down the side, and it was soaking up the blood from her wound. He pulled her shirt up and saw the gouges running down her side— they weren’t as deep as he’d feared, but they were still bad. Yanking the lid off the ointment, he rubbed it over her wound. 
 
      
 
    Cyra was shocked when he pulled her shirt up and froze in fear, but he wasn’t looking at her chest— he was staring at the wounds only. When he spread the ointment on, she whimpered and twitched. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll fade in a moment. Hang on, Cyra,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    True to his word, the ointment dulled the pain, and she began to breathe easier. She watched his face as he worked, seeing the worry and tenderness in him. Her breath caught in her throat and her heart beat faster. 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled when he felt her fear and pain ebb away. Those two emotions were replaced by a tangle of worry, and possibly love. Blinking, he looked away from her as he put the lid back on the salve jar. “Umm… I’m all done. Give it a minute to heal up a bit more.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly came trotting over and sniffed Cyra’s face. 
 
      
 
    Cyra laughed and reached out to pet her, failing to find Pawly’s real body. “You got it for us?” 
 
      
 
    There was a chuff, and Pawly gingerly pushed her head into Cyra’s questing hand. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that could’ve gone better,” Stern exhaled. “I should have had you come closer to us. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “It could have gone much worse,” Cyra said softly, using her free hand to tug her shirt down. “We’ll need to see a clothier about repairing my shirt.” 
 
      
 
    “There is that,” Stern agreed. He glanced at her and saw her smiling as she stroked Pawly’s head. 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked his way and blushed slightly. “Thank you for saving me again.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked away. “It’s my fault you got hurt to begin with. Come on. It’s time for you to pick your perk.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra got to her feet shortly after Stern and touched his back. “It wasn’t your fault. If any of us knew it would attack me, we would have done things differently. I don’t blame you, so you shouldn’t blame you, either.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and bumped his thigh. 
 
      
 
    “Two on one, huh? Okay, I’ll try to see it your way.” Stern started to unbuckle his bracer so he could check his own wounds. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Cyra smiled. “I’ll see you in the shop.” 
 
      
 
    “Be right there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Stern said when he finally appeared in the shop. “Ria, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m well. Cyra was just going over her choices.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to take this one,” Cyra said, pointing at a page. 
 
      
 
    Stern gave it a look and nodded. “Being able to heal yourself is a very good call.” Glancing up at Ria, he asked about something he’d been wondering about, “Ria, who writes these?” 
 
      
 
    “All perks come from the Goddess,” Ria said with a hint of a smile. 
 
      
 
    “So the Goddess wrote, ‘Healer, heal thyself’?” 
 
      
 
    “In a way,” Ria replied with a grin. “I can’t say anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the page again. Self-help; Don’t I count? Able to target yourself with any perk or spell that you use. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good call. What about the others?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not as useful,” Cyra said. “After being injured, I kind of want this one.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s your call and I support you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra touched the page and, a second later, it burst into light and entered her. Grabbing the counter, she shuddered as her very being was altered to allow her new perk to work. 
 
      
 
    Ria collected the other two pages and waited for Cyra’s upgrade to finish. “Now that you’re okay, we can discuss dungeon points. The ferretinas were dangerous mobs, and the boss even more so because of its ability to mesmerize. You both earned ten points for completing the dungeon. Cyra earned thirty-three points for healing her crew. Stern earned one hundred and fifty for defeating the mobs. The crew earned four hundred and fifty for the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “I give all mine to Stern,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Stern started to object, but stopped himself, instead changing what he was going to say to, “Cyra, you don’t have to keep doing that.” 
 
      
 
    “Until I feel like I have repaid you, I will continue to give you mine,” Cyra said simply. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t argue,” Stern said. “The total is six hundred and fifty, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Fifty-three,” Ria corrected him. 
 
      
 
    “Lesser runes,” Stern said, looking down at the case. 
 
      
 
    Ria smiled as the case filled with lesser runes. “Which type would you like?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d personally go with fire, but I’m not sure Pawly would appreciate that. She’d be fine with dark, though.” 
 
      
 
    The runes under the glass faded until only one was left. “This is the one you want?” 
 
      
 
    “For now. It’s honestly surprising we could even get one before the next tier,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t we run all three dungeons one more time?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned, then shook his head. “I need to keep my last run of any dungeon open.” He looked away from the two women. “I might have to come back to get my siblings out.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right,” Cyra nodded. “I’ll keep mine open, too, then.” 
 
      
 
    “To verify, you want this rune?” Ria asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    A rune slightly larger in size than the ones he’d collected before appeared on the counter. There was a black disk in the center, signifying it to be a dark element rune. 
 
      
 
    “What would you like to do with your remaining one hundred and fifty-three points?” Ria asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “An acid rune that I can afford. That’ll leave me with twenty-eight, so five chocolate squares for Cyra… I’ll have three points left. What can I even get for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much, but these,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    Odds and ends appeared under the glass, and Stern snorted. “Pass. I don’t need a bent, rusty nail.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Ria smiled. “I hope you both have a good night, and I’ll be looking forward to seeing you again.” Before they could reply, she was gone. On the counter were the small rune and the chocolates. 
 
      
 
    “She’s nice,” Cyra said. “What’re we going to do now?” She picked up one of the chocolates and ate it before putting the rest into her pouch. 
 
      
 
    “See a clothier first. They should be able to patch that pretty quick,” Stern said, motioning to her ripped shirt. “Then, I need to stop by Trish’s and drop off my armor. I want to see if she can patch the holes for me, as well as reinforce it. After that, we’ll return home for the night and relax, and tomorrow, we begin training.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious about bathing...” Cyra admitted. “Where can we get one, since we’re at the hostel?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they have male and female baths at the hostel. The two are separate, so you won’t have to worry about any man walking in on you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled, her slight fear abating. “I’ll take a nice long bath when we get back, then.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll probably take a quick one before heading off to see Trish.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra started to ask him what had happened with Trish the night before, but stopped herself and instead went toward the door. “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Stern followed her, wondering about the small spike of depression he felt. He didn’t want to pry, so he just followed her out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern kept his cloak up and walked with his normal slouch as he made his way to Trish’s shop. Cyra had been a little reserved during their stop at the clothier and when they’d separated to bathe. Stern tried to untangle his own thoughts about Cyra. 
 
      
 
    She’s cute, but she’s had a brutal life... I feel the pulses of interest from her, but then her emotions become tangled and she pulls away. Must be because of what happened... Mom said sexual assaults can harm a woman deeply. Maybe I should find a way for them to talk…? No, that would mean her knowing who I am... but... she needs it… fuck. Stern was still running around and around in his own head when he entered the shop. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, how’re you?” Trish grinned. “Come to give me something?” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s mind was jerked clean out of the loop he’d been stuck in by the suggestive tone Trish used. “Um, what?” 
 
      
 
    Trish gave him an innocent smile. “Your armor. You want me to get started on it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern said, shaking his head. “It picked up some damage today. Ferretinas.” 
 
      
 
    Trish whistled softly. “Let me see?” 
 
      
 
    Stern set the bag on the counter and pulled out his armor. “The bracer took the brunt of it.” 
 
      
 
    Trish was all business as she looked over the armor. “It mostly held up. This bite, though...” She pointed to the one he’d gotten at the end. “That wasn’t a normal ferretina.” 
 
      
 
    “Giant one,” Stern said. “Worst fight I’ve had yet. If not for Pawly’s tricks, it would have been much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “How’d Cyra do?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Healed my arm, but took some bad scratches on her side. I salved them, as her healing didn’t work for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit, that’s a major drawback,” Trish said with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “She can heal herself now,” Stern said before snapping his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “Telling on another’s perks?” Trish tsked at him. 
 
      
 
    “A breach of etiquette,” Stern grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t repeat it, on my word,” Trish said solemnly. “She got a new perk to heal herself?” 
 
      
 
    “That lets her target herself. The old one said ally.” Stern figured he could tell her since he’d already blurted it out and Trish had made a promise. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be way useful later if she gets other perks or spells like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to be training her while I work on the armor?” Trish asked as she pulled the armor off the counter. 
 
      
 
    “No, actually. We’ll both be training at the dojo, but with different instructors.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” Trish said. She leaned on the counter, finished storing his armor. “You know she has a crush on you, right?” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked at her, then sighed. “I think it’s because I pulled her out, but…” He looked away, as he had no right to speak on this topic. 
 
      
 
    “But she doesn’t want to or can’t move forward,” Trish said. “Maybe the assholes you killed scarred her.” 
 
      
 
    Stern just stared at her in shock. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not unusual,” Trish said softly. “Look, I think she’s a nice girl. Maybe I can speak with her? See if I can help.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Stern said, a smile coming to him. “That’d be great, Trish. I don’t think she had many friends.” 
 
      
 
    Trish nodded, watching him. “It means you’ll be seeing a lot of me. You good with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Who wouldn’t be?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Do you have an idea of what your schedule’s going to look like?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really, but I’ll let you know after tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll work. What’re you doing tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner, then probably going to bed early. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I was considering closing up early. I thought maybe you’d grab a drink with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Did your friend get back to you on the helmet?” 
 
      
 
    “He did,” Trish said. “He can get it done, but the price is a little steep since you want a rune slot. It’ll be one gold.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly. “Yeah, thought he might want a high price. Can he add an enchantment to auto-size?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah, all of his shit does that. He says it’s useless if enchanted items are only made for one person. Of course, others view that differently.” 
 
      
 
    Stern put a gold on the counter. “Get it done, please?” 
 
      
 
    Trish picked up the coin, looking it over. “Hmm... I’m not going to ask, but you aren’t from the low end, are you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Fair. Like I said, I won’t pry. You’ve just spent a good amount with me, so I just wanted confirmation. Now, let’s go get a drink and then dinner at your place, hm? Might as well go see if Cyra will even be my friend.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They didn’t stay at the bar long, only having two drinks before heading back to the hostel. Cyra was in the kitchen when they entered the suite, and the smell of food filled the room. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome ho… home,” Cyra faltered when she saw Trish before finishing the sentence. “I didn’t know we’d have company.” 
 
      
 
    Trish looked at the food she’d prepared, then at Cyra. “I was coming over to spend some time with you, actually. I hope that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” Cyra blinked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We might have more in common than you think. Some of it, though,” she glanced at Stern, “well, some of us wouldn’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked to Stern, who was giving Trish an odd look. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Truly,” Trish grinned. “If you just wanted to have dinner with him, then I—” 
 
      
 
    “Stay!” Cyra blurted. “Uh... please?” 
 
      
 
    “Can do,” Trish grinned. “So, tell me about how the run went? All he told me was that there were ferretinas. Gods, those things are annoying as hell. They’re too damned agile, and those teeth and claws.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled, some of her fear fading as Trish spoke with her and mostly ignored Stern. “Well, Pawly was the real star. Weren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed from her seat at the table, her eyes locked on the shrimp that Cyra had on a platter. 
 
      
 
    “Sit and I’ll tell you,” Cyra grinned. “Stern, can you get the drinks?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” Stern said, breathing easier now that Cyra felt happy. 
 
      
 
    “The dungeon was a grassy plain,” Cyra explained as she brought the salad to the table first. She smirked when Pawly huffed. “I’d never seen one before, but Stern explained how they work to me. My Life Sense was more useful than I’d thought it was going to be.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra described the entire dungeon, with Stern only adding a bit here or there. They ate and talked for an hour or more. When they were finished, Stern picked up the dishes and the women retired to Cyra’s room. 
 
      
 
    Stern washed up, then realized that Pawly was gone, too. “Seems like they’ll get along, after all. Thank the Goddess. Maybe Trish can help her and I won’t have to bother Mom...” 
 
      
 
    With a look at Cyra’s bedroom door, the memory of her half-naked came back to him and he exhaled noisily. Shaking his head, he pushed the image aside and headed for his room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Waking with the sun, Stern got out of bed and stretched. He glanced back at the empty bed and shook his head. “Haven’t had Pawly with me in a few days now...” he grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Halfway through stretching, he stopped as a smirk touched his lips. After getting dressed, he went to leave his room only to freeze in the doorway. Trish and Cyra were in the kitchen, laughing and cooking. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he wakes,” Trish grinned. “Good morning, sleepyhead.” 
 
      
 
    “I was up a while ago,” Stern said a little defensively. “I was stretching.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that what they call it nowadays?” Trish smirked as her eyes dropped to his waist. “Stretching?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s eyes widened and her cheeks heated. Her eyes had dipped, as well, but she quickly spun back to face the small stove. “We’re, uh… we’re making breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling, Stern shook his head. “I’m not going to answer your question, Trish. I stretch every morning to make sure my muscles are loose and ready for the day. Since we’re supposed to be training today, I thought I should invite Cyra to stretch, too.” 
 
      
 
    Trish began to laugh and looked at Cyra, who was bright red and keeping her gaze locked on the food. “Well, my question about stretching just got even more risqué.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m… I’m sure that Stern didn’t mean it like that,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “I meant normal stretching, you know,” Stern said, stretching out his legs. “Normal stretching.” 
 
      
 
    Trish eyed him with a speculative gaze. “Okay, fine, I’ll relent… for now. You really do that every day?” 
 
      
 
    “Habit,” Stern shrugged. “I stretch, at the very least. If there’s time, I go for a brisk run, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast will be done in a moment,” Cyra told him. “After that, you can show me.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eyes sparkled. “He can show both of us. I’m sure he can handle us watching him… stretch.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face went bright red again at the obvious innuendo. Stern rolled his eyes and gave Trish a put-upon expression. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine,” Trish laughed as she picked up a kettle and some empty mugs. “Help set the table, Stretch.” 
 
      
 
    “And I thought I was hard to get along with,” Stern muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I did say we got along for a reason,” Trish laughed, having overheard him. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be here this morning,” Stern said as he brought the bread, butter, and jam to the table. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra and I got to talking, and then it got late,” Trish said, “so I shared her bed.” She stared right at Stern when she said it, wearing a crooked smile. 
 
      
 
    Stern met her gaze, not reacting. “You remind me of my mother,” he said. “She loves double meanings, too.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s smile grew wide. “So you think I’d make a good mother?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly. “You would get along with her a bit too well.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra brought the pan over to the table, setting it onto the folded cloth sitting in the middle. “It’s just eggs with some cheese and pork belly.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Cyra,” Stern said as he took the offered spatula, putting some onto a plate and handing it to her. “For you, since you cooked. It smells wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled and took the food. She set her plate down before going back to the stove to get the smaller plate that was sitting there. “And for Pawly, some leftover shrimp.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and waited for the shrimp. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I join you,” Trish asked Stern, “for the stretching? I was thinking about how much I stopped doing since I last entered a dungeon. Getting back into shape would be good.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a curious glance. “You don’t look out of shape.” 
 
      
 
    Trish gave him a wink. “So kind of you, but my endurance isn’t what it was, and I haven’t held a weapon since I came here. Cyra said I could pop into her training in a few weeks to brush up. She wants to check with her trainer before I do.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be good,” Stern said. “I doubt they’ll object if it’s just on occasion.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” Trish beamed. She took a bite of her breakfast and sighed happily. As soon as her mouth was clear of food, she gave Cyra a grin. “Very good.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled back at her. “If you have the right seasonings, anything can be made to taste good. Seasonings were hard to come by, but I’ve had a lot of practice with cooking.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stayed quiet, watching the two women. He’d been worried for a bit last night that maybe Trish and Cyra wouldn’t get along, but he was glad they were. He glanced over at Pawly, who was happily eating her shrimp, and grinned. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Once he had the dishes cleaned up, Stern led them through the stretching routine his parents had taught him. Cyra did her best, but wasn’t in the best shape, so he had her stretch just far enough to feel her muscles flex. Trish winced once or twice, muttering about being out of shape when she did. 
 
      
 
    “I do that every day,” Stern said when they finished. “How do you feel?” 
 
      
 
    “Loose,” Trish said. “Some of those I had no idea about. Where did you learn them?” 
 
      
 
    “My parents. They do this every morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... you don’t mind if I do this on the days I’m not here, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Feel free. It’s not like we own them,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you want to go for a run?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just a short one today to get you used to it. We’ll go from there right over to the dojo.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to get to my shop,” Trish said, looking out the window. “I’ll run there, though. Can’t let you get too far ahead of me, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “I’ll let you know what the instructor says. I hope she says yes.” 
 
      
 
    Trish gave her a hug. “Sounds good. See you later. You, too, Stretch.” 
 
      
 
    “Later, Trouble,” Stern called to her as she got to the front door. 
 
      
 
    “Do we need to bring anything to the dojo?” Cyra asked, fidgeting slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I suggest carrying a dagger with you all the time though. Last time I left an inn without a weapon, I dearly wished I’d had one.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said. “I’ll see you in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, fur-face?” Stern asked Pawly. “Want to go with us on the run?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly waved her paw at him. Stern laughed and dismissed her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra came back, looking around. “No Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    “She chose to not run.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, okay. I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern did his best to keep the pace slow and the route short, but Cyra still struggled. When they finished, stopping outside the dojo, Cyra was dejected. 
 
      
 
    “For your first day, that wasn’t bad,” Stern said. “You’re also just starting to get your body healthy. You don’t look as bad as me, anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you, but I still feel like I’m holding you back.” 
 
      
 
    “Day one,” Stern said, touching her shoulder. “Give yourself some time. That’s why we’re taking the time to train. Rome wasn’t built in a day.” Seeing her confusion, Stern sighed. “Dadism.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra shook her head. “I think I get the idea... Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, don’t feel bad about how you’ll feel after training today,” Stern told her as he opened the door. “You’ll likely be ready to pass out with aching muscles.” 
 
      
 
    “Not on the first day,” Velina said with a smile. “Cyra, I’m glad you came. Some back out before even trying.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra bowed her head. “I’m going to do as much as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Come with me. We need to get you into a training outfit first, so your clothing can stay fresh... or at least not sweat-soaked.” 
 
      
 
    Stern watched them go, hoping Cyra really understood what he was trying to tell her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready, as well?” 
 
      
 
    Stern inhaled slowly, having felt someone behind him just before Master Winla spoke. “Master, I’m ready to again test my limits.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. You know the way. Do not worry for her. Velina will take good care of her.” 
 
      
 
    “I just worry she’ll grow dejected,” Stern said, walking toward the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, she is fragile. I am sure my granddaughter will recognize this.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The late afternoon sun bathed the front room in golden light when Stern came down the stairs, rubbing his right shoulder. Cyra was speaking with Velina by the front desk, wearing a smile on her face. Stern exhaled, happy that she looked and felt encouraged. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the delay. He had to pound me one more time,” Stern said as he crossed the room. “How was your day?” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Cyra said, looking a little abashed. “I’m a blank canvas, apparently.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s never really fought before, so I don’t have to fix any bad habits,” Velina said. “Her perk for kicking gives her some real potential. I’m starting her in on a self-defense style that focuses on kicking. She isn’t the kind for offensive actions, which is fine, since she has told me what her role is going to be in the crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’m sure what you teach her will be what she needs.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m also going to train her with the staff. That’ll help her defend against anything and have some range to buy time for your crew to help her,” Velina said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. Can you teach her some knife skills, too, just in case?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Cyra, I’ll see you tomorrow at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra said, giving a small bow to Velina. 
 
      
 
    “You learn fast,” Velina chuckled, bowing back. “Good evening.” 
 
      
 
    After saying their goodbyes, the two of them left the dojo behind. Stern glanced at Cyra. “So, how was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Tough, but she took it slow and explained things as we went, so I didn’t feel overwhelmed,” Cyra said. “I don’t ache. My healing took away that. She also agreed that Trish can join our training after the third week.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop by and tell her on the way home?” Stern asked as his shoulder twinged. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, would you mind giving me some healing? I tweaked my shoulder.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Cyra smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Stern woke up to Pawly’s contented, rumbling purr on his chest. Opening his eyes, he stared at the ceiling as he considered the last few weeks. 
 
      
 
    Cyra had started to improve— Stern noticed that she was even putting on lean muscle, which made him happy. She’d gotten faster and could run for longer, so he extended the duration of their runs. Velina mentioned to him that Cyra had gotten the basics down, so she was going to begin with her staff training. 
 
      
 
    Pawly stretched, her claws lightly pricking his chest. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not nice, Pawly,” Stern grumbled, looking at her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and snuggled in. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, okay, but only for another minute or two. At least you slept with me last night. You’ve been spending most of your nights with Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly ignored him, though she purred louder when he petted her. 
 
      
 
    Maybe she did because Trish stayed over again last night? Stern thought. I’m glad the two of them are getting along as well as they are. 
 
      
 
    The memory of dinner the previous night came back to him. Trish had told them a story about a friend of hers insulting an infernal, and the resulting bar fight. Cyra laughed the entire time— the fight had been almost comical because of the drunkenness of everyone involved. 
 
      
 
    Trish seems interested, but she’s been keeping her distance, too, Stern thought. That kiss before she joined Cyra for bed... that was more intense than the previous one. She’s hesitant... maybe because she doesn’t want to make Cyra uncomfortable? Or am I reading things wrong? 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, he sighed. “Come on, let’s get up and see about breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly hopped off him, making Stern grunt as she put all of her weight onto his gut. 
 
      
 
    Once he was dressed for the day, he left his room. Trish and Cyra were chatting as the two of them worked in the kitchen, with Cyra giving Trish directions. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a friend looking after my shop today,” Trish told him. “I’m going to be going with you two and training with Cyra today.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. I guess it has been three weeks, hasn’t it?” Stern asked, not having expected Trish’s statement. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to see you’re keeping up on your time,” Trish laughed. “I’ll have Cyra’s armor done next week, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Already?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not the only one who’s been working hard,” Trish smirked. 
 
      
 
    Stern held up his hands. “Didn’t say she was.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone,” Cyra giggled. “She’s terrible.” 
 
      
 
    Trish bumped her hip against Cyra’s, keeping her eyes on Stern. “You didn’t say that last night.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra went crimson and she started to stammer. Stern’s mind tried to supply him with all the different ways that statement could be taken. 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed. “Look at him! He’s a man, alright. Trying to imagine which of us was the one in charge, I bet.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra saw Stern’s red face and she giggled. “It wasn’t like that. I told you she’s terrible.” 
 
      
 
    Stern coughed, looking away from them. “I won’t deny what she said, but I didn’t really think it was like that, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you weren’t the only one I kissed last night,” Trish said as she took the pan off the stove. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face burned hotter. “Trish!” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s face was about to combust as he felt the shock, but also the hint of happiness, behind Cyra’s words. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, now he’s really thinking about it,” Trish laughed. “It was on her cheek, Stern. Care to get your mind out of the midden?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled a long breath as both women laughed. “Pick on me day, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fun day,” Trish grinned as she brought the pan to the table. “Look, I made breakfast. Forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at her and saw a contrite, innocent expression on her face. “I think that’s a trap.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s expression shifted to amusement. “You’re not wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “She said she was going to do this last night,” Cyra said, bringing the bread and other fixings to the table. “She told me that she’d kissed you and felt bad for not giving her other friend the same treatment. I was a little shocked when she suddenly kissed my cheek, but it made me happy.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I say? I’m not opposed to sharing,” Trish grinned at Stern. “My mom had my dad and two other husbands. I know it’s not exactly common, but it’s not unheard of.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at her for a second, but shook his head. “I know families that have multiple spouses. Most of them are Walkers, now that I think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Normally, one of the husbands or wives stays home to take care of the family,” Trish nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Not always,” Stern said, looking blankly down at his plate. 
 
      
 
    “The food is going to get cold,” Cyra said, serving herself. She felt a little uncomfortable over the talk of parents and families. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stern said, cutting off a chunk of bread. “We should have a meal out tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pay,” Trish said. “I know a place that makes a great crab soup.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never had crab before,” Cyra said as she handed the spatula off. “I’m looking forward to trying something new.” 
 
      
 
    Trish grinned, her eyes on Stern. “Trying something new can be fun.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt a spike of lust from Trish and swallowed as he served himself some eggs. Okay... maybe I wasn’t reading things wrong. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Once they’d finished breakfast, they all stretched. Stern had problems, as Trish seemed to take a little too much fun making her stretches edge toward the provocative while maintaining her form. He couldn’t help letting his eyes rove over her body when she did— he got caught and winked at almost every time. 
 
      
 
    During their run, Stern made sure he led the entire way. He didn’t need Trish doing risqué things while he ran. Trish kept pace easily with them, watching Stern’s ass the entire time. When they reached the dojo, Trish gave Stern another wink before following Cyra and Velina. Stern exhaled deeply as he watched them go. 
 
      
 
    “Problem?” Winla asked, coming up behind Stern. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... let us head upstairs and you can tell me about this ‘not problem.’ I can easily see that your mind is distracted.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Stern nodded. A few minutes later, he was seated in Master Winla’s private training room. The old man was seated across from him, wearing a patient expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    “When you are ready,” Winla said, “unburden what you need to. I will not judge you, but maybe I can give you some guidance.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let’s start at the beginning... I can feel others’ emotions. That’s important to why I’m distracted.” 
 
      
 
    Winla didn’t interrupt, letting Stern explain things as he wanted to. When Stern stopped, Winla asked a few questions to make sure he fully understood. 
 
      
 
    “I see. It is a complicated tangle. You are certain that Trish is interested in something beyond friendship?” 
 
      
 
    “For at least a night,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “While Cyra harbors feelings of a deeper nature, but cannot express them?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what it feels like to me. Cyra’s been more open the last few weeks with Trish coming by, though. She’s happier. I worry that having fun with Trish might cause Cyra to turtle again.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a valid concern. This is something men have faced for generations, and will face until the world ends. There is no right answer, sadly. Being forthright and honest with Trish might cause problems, but it might be for the best. Maybe she does not understand Cyra’s interest in you?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe...” 
 
      
 
    “Or she knows and wishes to make a move before Cyra can,” Winla added. “You will need to ask yourself about what you want.” 
 
      
 
    Stern knew that was really what it came down to. He liked Cyra— he really did care for her, otherwise, he wouldn’t worry about what she’d feel. Trish’s type of interest had never happened to him, though, and he wanted to see if she was serious. No woman had ever truly been interested in him the way she appeared to be. 
 
      
 
    But when the time here ends, you’ll leave with Cyra. Is that right? Does Trish think I’ll stay here, instead? Stern thought. Fuck it... I’ll try to pull her aside and ask her what she’s looking for. 
 
      
 
    “Now, how do you feel?” 
 
      
 
    “Still confused,” Stern snorted, getting to his feet, “but I’m ready to train.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern came downstairs to find all of the women chatting. His left leg felt wobbly, so he took his time on the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Cyra saw him and hurried over. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Ankle,” Stern told her. “I landed wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra quickly healed him. “How’s that?” 
 
      
 
    Stern flexed his ankle and smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Trish, it was good to train with you,” Velina said. “Enjoy your dinner tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Velina,” Trish said. “See you next time.” 
 
      
 
    “Back to the suite to bathe and change, then dinner?” Stern asked Trish. 
 
      
 
    “For you two, maybe,” Trish snorted. “I didn’t bring spare clothes with me last night. I’ll meet you at your place in an hour. That good?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern said. “See you in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “See you, then,” Trish said, turning for the door. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern opened the door for Trish. “We’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    Trish grinned as his eyes tracked over her. “You like it?” 
 
      
 
    Coughing, Stern jerked his head up to meet her blue eyes. “Didn’t expect a dress. It looks nice.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra came to the door and her smile dipped slightly. “I… don’t have any dresses. This is the best I have.” Cyra was wearing her relaxing-at-the-inn clothing they’d bought in Brightstone. 
 
      
 
    “We can hit the clothier tomorrow after you train,” Trish said. “Make a ladies’ evening of it?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s smile came back. “I’d like that… uh…” She trailed off again when she realized she didn’t have the money to buy dresses, either. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Stern told her, feeling her sudden depression. “You refused the money from our hunting on the way to the city. I still have it sitting aside for you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at him, her cheeks heating. “Can I?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Stern smiled. “I’ll make sure to give it to you tomorrow before training.” 
 
      
 
    “Always taking care of me...” Cyra said, a mixture of happiness and sadness rolling through her. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a good guy,” Trish said. “Come on, we’re going to give you your first taste of crab tonight.” She linked arms with Cyra and gently pulled her from the suite. “As we walk, we can talk about what kind of dresses you might like.” 
 
      
 
    Stern closed and locked the door behind them. He’d dismissed Pawly before training and hadn’t brought her back yet, as he wasn’t sure the place they were going would be okay with her at the table. 
 
      
 
    Following the women out the door, he gave Trish another appraising look. The blue dress went with her eyes and made her red hair stand out more. The dress fell below the knee, but hugged her figure. The front had a slight vee-cut to expose the very top of Trish’s cleavage, though it was demure enough to not do more than give a hint. 
 
      
 
    She’s fit, beautiful, and confident... Why the fuck is she interested in me? Her feelings have been honest. She’s not just trying to make me think she’s interested, but I’m… just me. Stern pondered as he watched her walk arm-in-arm with Cyra. 
 
      
 
    The tavern was down near the docks, but far enough back that the rotting fish smell didn’t overpower the salty air. It appeared to be set in the middle of the road to Stern’s eyes— it didn’t look overly expensive, but it was clearly not a dump, either. 
 
      
 
    The man who greeted them inside was happy to take them to a table. Trish handled the ordering for them, and Stern had no objections to what she ordered. The white wine that they shared was dry, but accompanied the shrimp appetizer and the crab soup beautifully. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed once he’d finished eating. “I didn’t expect a bisque, but they did a good job with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Best crab soup in the city,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “It was very good,” Cyra said. “Thank you for the meal.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Thank you, Trish,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    “You’re both welcome.” 
 
      
 
    Trish summoned the waiter and paid him. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was good,” Trish said, stretching as she stood, raising the hem of her dress slightly. 
 
      
 
    Stern was surprised at the scar just above her left knee, but it was quickly hidden again. 
 
      
 
    “I had thoughts about later tonight,” Trish said as they started to leave the tavern behind, “but considering I’m going shopping tomorrow night, I’ll wish you both a good night here. Maybe I’ll stay over tomorrow night, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be fun,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern said, wondering if he’d be able to get a word alone with her then. “Want us to walk you home?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. Even in this outfit, I can kick enough ass to be safe getting home.” Trish gave Cyra a hug and peck on the cheek. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, you’ll get your kiss later,” Trish winked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look forward to it,” Stern replied, meaning it. 
 
      
 
    Trish walked away and Stern watched her go for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Cyra asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Stern agreed. “So are you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s emotions tangled for a moment. “Thank you. I wasn’t fishing, though.” 
 
      
 
    “And I don’t needlessly flatter,” Stern said, looking at Cyra. “You might not feel you are, but, to me, you’re just as beautiful as Trish.” He smiled at her. “Don’t put yourself down, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s heart surged and she returned his smile. She felt like she was walking on air as they went home. “I’ll try my best.” 
 
      
 
    Stern fell into step beside her, his own emotions tangled. He admitted to himself he was attracted to them both, but wasn’t sure a relationship with either was the best idea. Cyra was still trying to find out what she felt and was dealing with her trauma. Trish was a mystery to Stern— he had no idea if she was looking for a fling or more, nor how that would impact his plans. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Stern checked on the mashed potatoes before adding a little more butter and salt. After mixing it well, he moved the pot off the stove to rest and started in on the gravy. 
 
      
 
    I hope they both enjoy this, he thought as he worked. Steak and potatoes is a good, solid meal, and there’s some salad to go with. I hope Jensen will have the bread here before too much longer. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door, and he pulled the gravy off the stove so he could check it. Looking through the peephole, he opened the door. “Thanks, Jensen.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a problem,” Jensen said, holding a basket in his hand. “That smells good. I had no idea you could cook.” 
 
      
 
    “When it was just me, there wasn’t a reason to,” Stern shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Jensen grinned. “Cooking for Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    “And Trish,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    Jensen’s eyebrow waggled. “Both of them, eh?” 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed, holding out his hand for the basket. “Yeah, no. It’s nothing like what you’re thinking.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Jensen asked, clearly surprised. “I thought you and Cyra were already hooked up.” 
 
      
 
    “Just friends,” Stern said. “She’s not ready for a relationship, yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? With the way she looks at you, I’d thought for sure…” 
 
      
 
    “She’s had difficulties and hasn’t recovered from them yet,” Stern said flatly, still waiting. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Jensen said, holding up a hand placatingly before passing the basket to him. “What about Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Stern admitted. “Come on in. I’ve got things on the stove.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen followed him into the room, looking around. “Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    “With them,” Stern said. Getting back over to the stove, he set the basket of bread on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Jensen’s lips pursed, but he didn’t comment on Pawly. “So, what’s up with Trish?” 
 
      
 
    Once he had the gravy back on the heat, Stern shrugged. “I think she might be interested. I don’t know in what, though. One night or more, I have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Does it matter?” Jensen asked with a raised eyebrow. “Seriously? I mean, if she wants you for the night, are you going to say no?” 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at the gravy. “No… It’s complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern, no offense, okay? But seriously... you aren’t going to get many chances. You have to know that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fucking aware,” Stern said tightly, his jaw clenched. 
 
      
 
    “But?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like the idea,” Stern admitted. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it. She’s damned good-looking. If she wanted to pull me into bed for just a single night, I’d be more than willing. Same with Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Stern ground his teeth and took a deep breath. “Yeah, I understand wanting to. Both of them are beautiful... vastly different, too. Trish is the brash female warrior who’d have your back in a fight, and Cyra... she’d be the one you stand in front of, protecting her against everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not arguing that. I just want to know why you’d tell either of them no.” 
 
      
 
    “I have my goals, and I won’t be here in the city when my lease with you runs out. Cyra will be a member of the crew and Trish… Trish will still be here.” 
 
      
 
    “All the more reason to have some fun if she’s willing.” 
 
      
 
    “What if that night of fun means more to her? Maybe she’d ask me to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned, looking up to Jensen. “What do you mean, ‘and’?” 
 
      
 
    “And what if she did ask? Why does that matter here and now? What if you do and she never asks?” 
 
      
 
    Blinking, Stern’s mouth opened and closed a few times as he started to answer, then stopped. Finally, he set the gravy aside and turned the stove off. “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it’d hurt you a little, at least,” Jensen said. “You’re the kind who wants a connection with the woman you’ll be with.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah... I do. Blame my parents for raising me that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” Jensen shrugged. “I’m just saying, as a friend, if she offers, you’d be a fool to say no.” He stuck a finger out, touched the gravy, and tried it. “Damn, that’s tasty.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted and grabbed a loaf of bread, then cut a hunk off. Pulling over a small bowl, he poured a small puddle of the gravy into it. “Eat up.” 
 
      
 
    “You, sir, are a gentleman,” Jensen laughed as he dipped the bread in and took a bite. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s my problem,” Stern snorted. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. Now, if it was me and Trish—” 
 
      
 
    “We’re home,” Cyra said, opening the front door and cutting Jensen off. 
 
      
 
    Both men looked to the door where Cyra and Trish were coming in. Stern’s breath caught as he took them in, and Jensen softly whistled. 
 
      
 
    Trish was wearing a red dress that stopped just above her knees. It hugged her tightly, showing off her figure while keeping it covered. Cyra was wearing a long green dress that stopped at her calf. It was loose and flowing, the waist cinched with a belt. The front had a short vee-cut that hinted at her bust, but kept it modest. 
 
      
 
    Cyra blushed when Jensen whistled. Trish smirked, though, canted a hip, and gave them a saucy smile. 
 
      
 
    “Jensen,” Stern said, seeing Cyra’s blush and feeling her uncertainty, “I’ll get the bowl back from you later.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen blinked, looking back at him, then nodded. “Right, right.” Picking up the bowl of gravy and his bread, he gave the women a smile as he went past them. “Goodnight, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    “Told you the dress looked good on you,” Trish laughed when the door shut. 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at Stern, clearly worried. 
 
      
 
    “She’s right. It does look good on you,” Stern said. “Brings out your eyes. It suits you... it has an appeal to it, but is still modest.” He looked over at Trish. “While Trish is the opposite. She went for eye-catching and figure-flaunting. It proudly declares she’s sexy and that she’s not ashamed of that fact.” 
 
      
 
    “You like?” Trish asked with twinkling eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Both of you look beautiful,” Stern said. He gave Cyra a smile. “Very beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s cheeks heated and she smiled back. “I couldn’t wear what she is. I tried one on, but…” 
 
      
 
    “You looked good in it,” Trish said. “The only difference was in attitude. You shrink in on yourself and doubt your own beauty. I challenge them to keep looking.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with being more reserved,” Stern told her. “It has a charm and appeal. Don’t think you have to be the same as Trish. There are few women who are as self-assured as she is.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said. “Did you cook for us?” she asked to change the topic. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I thought you’d both like a nice dinner,” Stern said. “Let me get the last sear on these steaks. It’ll be maybe another three minutes to make sure they’re done.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be right back out, then,” Trish said. “Come on, Cyra. Let’s drop this stuff off in your room.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed— she’d gotten into her seat at the table and licked her chops as she stared at Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed. “I have some for you, too, fur-face.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “That was so good,” Trish sighed, patting her stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Can you show me how to make the potatoes and gravy?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. There’s nothing very special about it. The potatoes are simple, and the extra butter is what makes them so good. A little bit of garlic and a lot of butter. The gravy is made with the juice from the meat. I’ll show you tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it,” Cyra smiled broadly. 
 
      
 
    “On that note, I might need to come by tomorrow… for reasons,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “You can come by whenever you want. It’ll make me feel better about you helping me so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to pick up some steaks on the way home from training, like I did today, but it’s fine,” Stern said. “Glad you like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I liked it,” Trish smirked. “You can fill me up anytime.” 
 
      
 
    Stern coughed as he got up and collected the dishes. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stood and helped him. “I’ll clean them, okay? You cooked, so it’s only fair. Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Cyra said, leaving the suite and heading for the communal bathroom. 
 
      
 
    When the door shut behind her, Stern knew this was his chance to talk with Trish. 
 
      
 
    “Trish, I had something to ask,” Stern said as he came back to the table to collect the rest of the dishes. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Trish asked, standing up and helping him. 
 
      
 
    “About the kisses and the... uh... comments. I get the feeling you might be interested in me, but I could be wrong, too.” 
 
      
 
    Trish watched him with a wide smirk. “Where’s the question?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you?” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eyes twinkled and she stepped over to him, her arms going around his neck. “Maybe…” Leaning in, she kissed him. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s arms went around her waist and he kissed her back. The kiss was passionate— Stern felt his heart racing and face flushing as her passion flooded him. When she suddenly broke the kiss and stepped back, he panted, staring at her. 
 
      
 
    “Does that answer your question?” Trish asked, slightly breathy. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Good. So you know, though, I’m not going to do more. Not tonight, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled roughly as he tried to push his libido down. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... You’re singular, Stern.” Trish took a step back and looked away from him. “I’m not trying to be mean, just so you know. I am interested, and am more than willing to tumble you.” 
 
      
 
    “But...?” Stern asked, his throat tightening as he feared the answer. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra. I think it might hurt her. A month ago, I didn’t care as much, but now…” Trish shook her head and looked at the front door. 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked, not having expected that. “Oh... You don’t want to hurt her, either.” 
 
      
 
    “No. She’s precious. She’s so damned cute when she gets tongue-tied.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she is.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel about her?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern froze for a second, then decided to be honest. His father had always touted honesty as one of the three pillars of any relationship. “I care for her as a friend, and would like to care for her as more than a friend. But she has… trouble that she has to get past first. On top of that, she and I are going to be running together for the foreseeable future. Things can get complicated when that happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Some relationships thrive when you’re beside the one you love,” Trish said. “My mother and two of her husbands sure did. Dad stayed home and took care of me, but she showered him in love when they did come home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know how that is,” Stern said, thinking about his parents, “except mine were always together on a run. We were watched by friends when they went.” 
 
      
 
    “So that last reason isn’t valid,” Trish asked, “is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not,” Stern admitted. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Trish exhaled as if coming to a decision. “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    The door opened and Cyra came in wearing a smile, but the smile faltered when she looked at them. “Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed. “Of course it is.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded, putting a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, okay. Are you staying the night, Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you asking to sleep with me again?” Trish grinned, wiggling her eyebrows at Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “You’re horrible,” Cyra giggled. “You’re going to make Stern think we’re being bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Be as bad as you want,” Stern snorted. “I doubt you’d shock me.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Trish smirked, giving him a glance as Cyra came toward the kitchen. “Challenge accepted.” 
 
      
 
    Without warning, Trish snagged Cyra, spun her around, dipped her, and kissed her. Stern’s eyes went wide and Cyra grabbed Trish to keep from falling, then held her for a few seconds as the kiss happened. 
 
      
 
    When Trish stood Cyra up, Cyra’s face was beet-red and she was breathing fast. “U-uhh…” She stammered before bolting for her room. 
 
      
 
    Trish froze for a second, then sighed as the door shut. “Damn...” 
 
      
 
    “Trish!” Stern snapped. 
 
      
 
    She spun on him. “Shut it! She kissed me back. I’ll go talk to her and, if she asks me to leave, I’ll give her space. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Stern grimaced and nodded. “Fine. If she yells, though…” 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Trish went to Cyra’s door and knocked gently. “Cyra? Can I come in, please? I want to apologize.” She paused, then after hearing something, cracked the door open and peered inside. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Trish stepped in and shut it behind her. 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at the door, then looked at Pawly sitting at the table. “Guess I’ll do the dishes... Want to lick some of these plates first?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly jumped down and came to his side, purring. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Stern woke up slowly— he’d slept badly that night, waking on and off. At one point, Pawly slapped him and asked to be sent home when he kept jostling her. Lying in bed, he exhaled slowly, thinking about the previous evening. 
 
      
 
    Trish and Cyra never came out of her room... I even stayed up late with some tea, just in case. It means they made up, I hope, but I didn’t want to interrupt them to make sure, either. What the fuck was Trish thinking, kissing her like that? 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed when his body responded to the memory of that kiss. “Yeah... no, you asshole.” 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, he sat up and swung his legs over the edge of his bed. The cold stone floor under his feet helped kill the little excitement that his libido had started. Rubbing his eyes, he hoped they were okay. 
 
      
 
    Maybe they made up…? Perhaps they’re going to be more than friends. Would Cyra stay here in Darkstone with Trish, then? That’d be good for her... really it would, but why does it hurt me to think about it? Fucking hell, do I like her that much? 
 
      
 
    The lowest murmur of voices from the main room caught his attention. With a deep breath, he started collecting his clothing. Getting dressed, he readied himself to hear what the women had done and decided. 
 
      
 
    He found Cyra and Trish in the kitchen once he’d stepped into the living space. The low light from the pre-dawn sky coming in through the window gave just enough illumination for him to see them. 
 
      
 
    “Morning,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    They both looked up suddenly— Trish with a wide grin and Cyra with a worried smile. “Good morning to you, too, Stern,” Trish said. “We were going to surprise you with breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “To apologize for last night,” Cyra added softly. 
 
      
 
    “No need to apologize,” Stern said quickly. “You two are okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fabulous,” Trish said. “Cyra is pretty damned good, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop...” Cyra sighed before looking at Stern. “We’ve made up. I panicked last night. The shock of her kissing me and what I felt from it… it was more than I wanted to confront.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” Stern said. “You don’t have to explain it to me. I was just worried about you.” 
 
      
 
    “We saw the kettle you left out,” Trish said. Nodding toward the kettle on the stove, she grinned. “We cleaned it and have a fresh kettle brewing now. How long did you wait up for us?” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked away from them. “A few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t look like you slept well,” Cyra said worriedly. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t. Pawly made me send her home because I kept waking her up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. A day of little sleep is something that happens. I’ll just call it training.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” Trish said. “Sleep isn’t always going to be easy to come by in the later dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Umm... there was something we were going to discuss with you over breakfast,” Cyra said, changing the subject. “I guess we can do it now.” 
 
      
 
    “Hang on,” Stern said as something finally clicked in his brain. “Trish, you’re human, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Last I checked.” 
 
      
 
    “How is this enough light for you to see by?” Stern asked, motioning to the nearly-dark room. 
 
      
 
    “Perk,” Trish said. “Carrying light sources in dungeons can be a real problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Sorry, Cyra. Please, go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it was about dungeons, so it’s fine,” Cyra said slowly. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt his gut clench. He was afraid she’d step back. I’m going to be alone again, he thought darkly. 
 
      
 
    “Trish used to be a bulwark and was curious if you’d be okay with her coming with us,” Cyra went on, not knowing what was going through Stern’s head. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s thoughts came to a sudden halt and he blinked at them. “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Both women exchanged a glance, and Trish was the one to speak up, “You need a bulwark, and I can do that. Running is always better with friends and, well, I like both of you. I asked Cyra if she’d be okay with me coming along with you.” 
 
      
 
    “But… your shop…” Stern said slowly as his brain tried to wrap around the idea. 
 
      
 
    “I know another former Walker who’d be happy to take over for me,” Trish explained, “if you’re willing to have me along.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” Cyra asked with hope. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly. “I thought you were going to say you were staying here with her, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “And leave you?” Cyra asked, shocked. 
 
      
 
    Stern staggered back a step— the emotion that hammered him from Cyra was potent. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, tell him,” Trish said gently. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face flushed and she swallowed. “But…” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him,” Trish repeated a little firmer. 
 
      
 
    Stern was about to say she didn’t have to when Cyra started speaking hurriedly, “I like you, Stern. More than just friends, but I can’t… do more… not now.” She paused and her words faltered, “I want to, but…” 
 
      
 
    Trish put her arms around Cyra’s waist, resting her head on her shoulder as she looked at Stern. “She wouldn’t just leave you. Her feelings for you are pretty intense. And frankly, I like both of you in a more-than-just-a-friend way. Cyra and I agreed that I could help her through her problem, and she said she’d be okay if you and I got to know each other, too.” 
 
      
 
    Stern just blinked at them as their emotions and words made his face start to heat. 
 
      
 
    “Now, for that to work at all, I’d have to go with you. Over the last week, I’d been thinking about going back into the dungeons beside the two of you. I considered asking but figured, ‘Why would they want a washout like me along? Yeah, I’m a bulwark, but you can find one easily with Cyra in the crew.’” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like her to be there with us,” Cyra said, placing her hands on Trish’s arms. “I don’t know if our idea will work, but I want to try. I have feelings for you both... it was hard to admit that before, but the kiss last night made me realize that maybe women are what I’m interested in.” 
 
      
 
    Stern rubbed at his face. “Fucking hell. You’re seriously okay with Trish dating both of us?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Cyra said, though there was uncertainty in her heart. “I would like to try it and see, at least. Even if I find I’m not interested in either of you romantically, I still want you both beside me.” 
 
      
 
    “What if you grow jealous of Trish and me?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why would she?” Trish asked. “She can have either of us or both of us if she wants, can’t she? Would you be jealous of her and me?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I mean about me being jealous. If you knew my family...” Stern snorted. “As for Cyra,” he met her eyes, “I know it’s only been a little more than a month, but I’ll admit that I’ve grown attached to you. My heart ached this morning thinking you’d stay here with Trish.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s breath caught and she swallowed hard. “Okay. So... we can try?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell yeah,” Trish said, kissing Cyra’s cheek. “Anything my fluffy bunny wants.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took a deep breath. “I’m willing to try. It’s going to be crazy, though. We have to all agree to a few things— honesty, communication, and trust. Dad always said relationships are built on those three things. Only speaking the truth, trusting each other to listen, and working on it together. No holding back because you think it’s a small thing, either. Small things become big things if left alone. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Trish said, her arms tightening around Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Cyra said as a bright smile appeared on her face. 
 
      
 
    The hope and love in the room flared bright, and Stern found himself grinning, too. “Okay. Cyra, I’m not going to initiate with you. I have a good idea what’s holding you back and, if I tried, it would probably make things worse. I want you to know that I’m willing to accept whatever you’re willing to give me, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Told you he knew, and that was why,” Trish giggled, kissing Cyra’s cheek again. 
 
      
 
    “You were right,” Cyra admitted. “So, if I wanted to kiss you… it’d be okay?” 
 
      
 
    “More than okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s make sure the jealousy isn’t an issue,” Trish said with a smirk. She turned Cyra to face her and kissed her soundly. 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t feel any jealousy— he did feel lust watching the two women, from both them and himself. He swallowed and took a deep, slow breath. 
 
      
 
    Trish broke the kiss slowly, whispered to Cyra, then moved past her to Stern. “So, what do you think? Jealous?” 
 
      
 
    Stern smirked. He reached out to pull her closer before bending his head and kissing her with the same passion she’d kissed him with. Trish let out a happy sound as she pushed into him, kissing back with equal intensity. 
 
      
 
    Stern was panting slightly when they came apart. Face flushed, he turned to ask Cyra if she was okay when her lips brushed his cheek and she quickly stepped back. Stern just blinked at her in shock. 
 
      
 
    Cyra bit her lower lip as she backed away. She hadn’t felt jealousy when Trish and Stern had kissed, but she’d felt anxious that he’d never show her the same if she couldn’t move forward. Trish had whispered to her that she should try a kiss on the cheek before she’d gone to kiss Stern, so Cyra had taken her advice and surprised Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hot,” Trish said. “Good job, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… I liked it,” Stern said, feeling the uncertainty pouring from her. “Anytime you want to surprise me like that, go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    The relief that flooded through Cyra made her feel light. “Okay. I will.” 
 
      
 
    “But did you feel jealous?” Stern asked. “I was caught up in a kiss and couldn’t feel you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “No, no jealousy at all. Some fear that if I take too long, you won’t actually want me, though.” 
 
      
 
    Trish snorted. “Yeah, neither of us is going down that road. Ever. But, I can understand your uncertainty.” 
 
      
 
    The sun peeked over the edge of the horizon, sending real daylight through the window, and they all looked that way. 
 
      
 
     “Breakfast,” Cyra said, rushing back to start cooking. 
 
      
 
    “We can help,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “We. I like the sound of this already,” Trish said, bumping his hip with hers. “Things are going to be interesting over the next month.” 
 
      
 
    Stern could only agree. Fucking Dad will laugh his ass off when he finds out. “A chip off the old block, eh, son?” Yeah, that’ll be exactly what he says. Glancing at Cyra, he smiled. Goddess, please... please let this work. For all of our sakes. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    They finished breakfast quickly, as Trish had to get back to her shop, and Stern and Cyra needed to be at the dojo. Their stretching and running routines were briefer than normal, and Trish skipped both. 
 
      
 
    Master Winla asked Stern what was distracting him an hour into their training. He apologized before giving him a brief synopsis of what they’d decided that morning. 
 
      
 
    Winla laughed. “Well, that happened quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “It did,” Stern admitted. “Now, we’ll see how things go over the next month.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you all the best of luck,” Winla said. “Balancing one relationship was difficult enough for me when I was a Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Did she go with you?” Stern asked, taking up the ready position on the mat. 
 
      
 
    “No. I think that weighed on her, the uncertainty of if I would be back or not,” Winla admitted as he bowed his head to Stern. “There was a trio in my crew that were in a relationship, though. Blanche was the one in charge of Henry and Lionel, and the three of them rarely fought. When they did…” he shook his head. “It would get bad, very bad. Keep that in mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Stern said, advancing on Winla. “I’m ready to focus again.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern groaned as he picked himself up for the last time. “Brutal today, Master Winla.” 
 
      
 
    “I could say the same,” Winla said as he rolled his shoulder. “You almost had me with that last match.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Almost’ only counts for horseshoes and hand grenades,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Horseshoes I know. The other, I do not,” Winla said. 
 
      
 
    “A dadism,” Stern shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Ah. One day, I would very much like to meet him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’d like you, but he isn’t the one you want to fight. He’s second compared to Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Intriguing,” Winla smiled. “I will see you tomorrow. Also, if what you say is true, you might want to get some group training in for the three of you. I can arrange for the mock dungeon to be set up for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” Stern paused, looking thoughtful. “Let me ask the ladies. I think that’s a good idea, though. It would also mean I’d have to let Pawly join. She’s going to be a big part of the crew.” 
 
      
 
    “I am looking forward to seeing her,” Winla said. “Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You as well, Master,” Stern said, bowing to the old man before heading down to the lobby. 
 
      
 
    Cyra was chatting with Velina and, when she saw him, she instantly cast Minor Life on him. “You looked beat,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. He pushed me hard today.” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra says you’ve found a bulwark,” Velina said. “Are you considering using the mock dungeon to get a feel for how you’ll work together?” 
 
      
 
    “Your grandfather asked me the same thing. I want to check with Trish and Cyra, but probably. I’ll ask tonight,” Stern said, then turned to Cyra. “You’re making dinner, remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right,” Cyra said, looking chagrined. “I forgot.” 
 
      
 
    “You had a lot of other important stuff on your mind,” Stern smiled. “Let’s pick up the meat and head home.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a good night,” Velina said. “Tell Trish she needs to come and train when she can, as well. She was rusty when she was here last.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll let her know,” Stern said. “Thank you again for helping.” 
 
      
 
    Velina grinned. “My student is eager to learn and is quick at adapting. I was thinking about having you come down for the last hour tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern said, “if Cyra’s okay with that.” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Cyra said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll help with the other problems you have,” Velina said softly. “It will reinforce that you aren’t helpless.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    With one more set of goodbyes, they left the dojo behind. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The knock on the door was answered by Stern. “Trish. Oh, let me help.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Trish said, handing off one of the bags she had with her. 
 
      
 
    “What did you bring?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra’s armor,” Trish replied. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Cyra asked from the kitchen. “I’ll try it on after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be for the best. We’ll need you to check to make sure it all fits right or let me know if I need to alter anything.” 
 
      
 
    “You finished it today?” Stern asked, setting the bags by the door to Cyra’s room. 
 
      
 
    “I did. I also talked with my friend. They’ll take over the shop for me. They have one less perk for leatherworking than I do, but will be good enough for Darkstone. I’ll be working on your armor over the next couple of weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “What about armor for you?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “I pulled it out of storage. I’ll need to fix it up a little, but it’s still good. My hammer is still good, too. I just need to get some more practice in with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Velina said you can come by and train with me.” 
 
      
 
    “And Master Winla suggested that we use the mock dungeon to get an understanding for each other,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    Trish whistled softly. “That’s expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s taking it out of my hide every day,” Stern snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra’s training and the mock dungeon are paid for because I’m sparring with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “I give him a challenge,” Stern said. “We don’t use any perks, just fighting hand-to-hand. If he used his perks, he’d wipe the floor with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I would expect him to,” Trish nodded. “You can really keep up with him, otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He wins the majority of our spars, but I do enough to keep him happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Cyra smiled. “I hope you like it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I will,” Trish smirked. “I could eat you for hours… your food, that is.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra turned red and snorted. “You really are terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Trish said happily. “I’m glad you can both tolerate me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been around enough innuendo to be fine with it,” Stern said. “My family lets it fly thick and heavy.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait for you to do that with me,” Trish said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” Cyra giggled. “Dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “As the fluffy bunny wishes,” Trish replied, taking her seat. “How are you, Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, staring at the platter that Cyra had brought to the table. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Cyra did well with copying Stern’s dinner. He pointed out what could have been done to make it better than his— she’d excelled with the potatoes, but had slightly overcooked the steaks. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do better next time,” Cyra said, a little disheartened. 
 
      
 
    “You nearly had it perfect, and it was your first time making this dish,” Stern said. “Focus on that.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right,” Trish nodded. “You’re too hard on yourself. None of us is perfect.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Except Pawly, of course,” Trish laughed. 
 
      
 
    Cyra and Stern laughed, as well, and Pawly nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra needs to try her armor on,” Stern said, “but before that, there’s something to discuss. If we’re going to be a crew, it’d help if we knew your perks, Trish.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s a good point, and I don’t know all of yours or Cyra’s, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine, you know about,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “The healing, yes, but not any of the others,” Trish replied. 
 
      
 
    “I have better hearing and sight from my parents, and I have a chance of stunning anything I kick,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “That stun might be helpful if something gets to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s why Velina is training me the way she is.” 
 
      
 
    Trish looked at Stern, who exhaled slowly and nodded. “I’ll show you Pawly’s, first. Pawly, please?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly got down from the chair and stepped away from the table. She took a seat and waited. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly herself is a perk, one of mine from birth,” Stern said. “However, I have three perks for her from the dungeons. First, is size.” He made Pawly larger and Trish whistled. “Second was a new form of attack.” The tentacles appeared and Trish sat back with a thoughtful expression. “Lastly was a defensive perk for her,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “What in the Goddess’ name?” Trish breathed out in wonder as Pawly appeared to be shifting where she was sitting without moving. 
 
      
 
    “They can be used in tandem or separately,” Stern said as he decreased Pawly’s size. 
 
      
 
    “That’s amazing. Pawly, you are amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly preened. 
 
      
 
    Stern dismissed all of her bonuses. “As for my other perks...” Looking to the side, he took a deep breath. “I’m an irregular, as you might have guessed, hence why I look like I do. It’s also why I have Pawly as a perk. Summons normally come later in the dungeons and are monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard the term before,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “My other perk that’s irregular is Empathic Soul. I feel all the emotions around me. The stronger the emotion, the farther away I can feel it and the harder it is for me to ignore. It’s why I’m an asshole to most people… They fear and hate me on sight, and I respond to it out of reflex.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” Trish said slowly. “So you felt it when I was lustful?” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded. “It’s also why I know Cyra really is interested in me.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra went red. “I was sure you knew, but it’s embarrassing to hear you say it.” 
 
      
 
    “I try to distance myself from as much as I can, but it’s nearly impossible to do so entirely. I had a chance to negate it… I was worried that I might have lost my ability to understand Pawly, and one of her upgrade perks was the other option.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you chose Pawly’s perk,” Cyra said. “I don’t think I could have told you if I wasn’t so sure that you already might know.” 
 
      
 
    “My other perks are from my mother. I have Dark Vision and Fire Resistance.” 
 
      
 
    “Infernal?” Trish said. “I never would’ve guessed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, infernal.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know, either,” Cyra said, giving him a soft smile. “Thank you for telling us. It’s hard for you, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “That obvious?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t say much about your family,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s trying to be his own man, without their help,” Trish said. “It’s admirable. I hate those guys who think that their family being wealthy or powerful means you should listen to them.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra shuddered as her memory hit her. 
 
      
 
    Stern covered her hand with his. “It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. The memories still bother me,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Guess it’s my turn,” Trish said, trying to help distract Cyra. “I have Thick Skin and Iron Skin, which helps a lot as a bulwark. I can brush off most light damage. Pawly can’t hurt me because of them… well, not in her small form. In her large form, I think she’d be able to.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed. 
 
      
 
    “I have Dark Vision, which lets me see if there’s at least some light. That made things easier for my old crew, but it didn’t really matter until the following dungeon, when Steve got something similar.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt the spike of sadness with the name and made a mental note to ask about him later. 
 
      
 
    “I was born with the perk of Protector. It lets me take the place of the person next to me if they’re being attacked. It was usable once a day until I picked up Improved Protector, so now I can do it three times.” 
 
      
 
    “Very useful for a bulwark,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “It is. My last combat perk is Weighted Blow. That allows me to hit harder if the weapon bludgeons.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why you use a hammer,” Cyra said, recalling what Trish had said earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. My other natural-born perks were geared mostly for crafting; Crafting and Leatherworker. During my last dungeon, I picked up Armorer, since I knew my crew wasn’t going to make any more runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Does your family have a history with leatherworking?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “My grandmother was a leatherworker,” Trish replied. “My last perk from birth is Poison Resistance.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why you can hold your liquor so well,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Two of you are very focused on your tasks for the crew,” Stern said. “I have Pawly, which is good for damage and possibly scouting. I lack any perks to make me more effective in a dungeon currently, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly’s very effective,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly jumped into her lap purring, rubbing against her. 
 
      
 
    “And lovable,” Trish laughed, reaching over to give her a head rub. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be best served picking up a magic-user of some kind, and a trap-finder,” Stern said. “We’ll have to keep our eyes open for the right ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Trish said. “Now, Cyra, time to try on the armor.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Come on, Pawly, let’s go change.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stood up and started collecting the dishes. Trish moved a second later, helping him. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, what drives her?” Trish asked as they worked. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra wants to try to find out what happened to her parents,” Stern said. “They died shortly after she was born, searching for new dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh... That’ll be difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but we’ll likely have help when we get that far north,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Family?” Trish asked. “I don’t want to pry much, but it feels right.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, my family is to the north.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll wait until you want to tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t want it to influence you or Cyra,” Stern admitted. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t,” Trish said, touching his shoulder. “But, like I said, I’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Cyra came out of her room, looking nervous. “It’s a little awkward.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re just not used to it,” Trish said, moving to her side. “You’ll get used to it with time, and you’ll be training in it every day now.” 
 
      
 
    “Every day?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s the best way to train. You should train like you’ll fight,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... I need to use longer straps for the buckles on the chest. You’ll put on more muscle between now and when we leave,” Trish said, going over the armor. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the plates?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Trish used her knuckle to tap on the chest plate and thighs. “There. Save the lungs, heart, kidneys, and major arteries in the legs. Yours will be the same.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll work for me. Thanks for dyeing it the same as mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, about that...” Trish started, “Should I do the same to mine?” 
 
      
 
    “Camouflage, and yeah. Every little bit can help.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get it done, then,” Trish said. “Okay, Cyra, take it off and let me have the chest plate back. I’ll get that fixed and get my armor touched up tomorrow. After that, I’ll work on yours, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Stern said. “What armor do you wear?” 
 
      
 
    “Scale,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Good armor for a bulwark,” Stern said, “until we can get you into plate, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “Plate is expensive, but agreed.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra headed back to her room. “Trish, help me out of this?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle the dishes,” Stern called after them. “Have a good night, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Trish winked as she shut the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed. She bumped into his leg, having come out of Cyra’s room. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can lick the plates,” Stern said with a smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    Soft lips on his woke Stern. With a happy sound, he kissed them back. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Trish said happily. “Hope you don’t mind me waking you.” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. It’s a pleasant way to wake up.” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra is starting in on breakfast. I talked with her and I’ll be missing you both for the next two weeks.” Trish took a seat on the edge of his bed. “I’m going to get my armor and yours ready, make sure the shop is in order before I hand it off, and take care of a few other odds and ends.” 
 
      
 
    Stern lay there, looking at her in the dim light. Her short hair made sense— he knew she was a bulwark, and helms could be a real pain with long hair. He reached out and placed a hand on her leg. “That’ll suck, but it’s understandable.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to let you know. I’ll try to stop in for dinner once or twice, but I’m going to be missing a lot. Just do what you said with Cyra. Be receptive, but don’t make any moves yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold to what I said.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. So you’re aware, she and I have only kissed and snuggled. She’ll take time to open up to more, and it’s most likely that it’ll be me she makes advances with first. Are you really okay with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, as for you and me...” Trish leaned down to him, stopping inches from his face. “We can be a bit more active, but I think it’s best that we go slow if we want the relationship to work the best between all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed, his vision filled with her blue eyes. Her warm breath tickled his cheeks, making him want to kiss her again. With her up this close, he could see the small nicks and scars that she’d earned from her time in the dungeons. “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eyes softened as she stared into his. “We can go at least as far as I have with Cyra,” she whispered before kissing him again. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt her lust spike a second before she kissed him. His own need rose in him, and the two emotions grew stronger as their kiss deepened. His arms went around her waist, pulling her closer as her tongue touched his lips. Accepting her invitation, the two of them dueled briefly, where it became clear that Trish was a better kisser. 
 
      
 
    With an agonizing moan, Trish broke away, placing her hands on his chest as she sat up. Face flushed with her lips parted, she panted lightly as she stared down at him. “Okay... maybe it’ll be harder than I thought with you.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips twisted into a smirk at her phrasing. “It could only get a little harder.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed— it was warm, throaty, and made his spine tingle. “I look forward to finding out in the future. I’d never have guessed that we’d be here when we first met. Oh, I was at least partially interested. I like the unique, but this? I thought we’d have maybe a tumble after your first dungeon... Cyra and you, though... you’ve made me tremble with hope. Your drive and her pureness make me want to protect again. The fact you can give it to me as good as I do others makes it that much better.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to disappoint in the giving or giving departments,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    She laughed and kissed him again, but with more passion. Stern pulled her onto the bed and partially onto him as he kissed her back, learning as he went. The kiss built until Trish pushed off him abruptly, onto her feet, and backed away from the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” she panted, staring at him with hungry eyes. “We’re going to get carried away like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Stern admitted as he watched. With a groan, he sat up, threw the covers off, and swung his feet over the edge of the bed. “Sorry, but you make me want more.” 
 
      
 
    Trish stopped backing away, and her smile was broad. “Oh, I understand. That tent there is intriguing me in all sorts of ways. I’m going to leave, though, or Cyra might start getting upset. Take your time to get ready. I’m sorry I can’t give you a hand or more right now.” 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed, shaking his head. “Fuck, you’ll get along really well with my family. Get out before I get up… stand up,” he corrected quickly. 
 
      
 
    Trish winked. “Going.” 
 
      
 
    The door shutting behind her helped Stern, as it took the temptation away. With a shuddering breath, he realized that his problem wasn’t going to vanish quickly. The faint warmth on his lips made him think of their kisses, and he exhaled roughly. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Cyra smiled at Stern when he came out of his room. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Cyra. What’s for breakfast today?” 
 
      
 
    “We ran out of eggs,” Cyra admitted, “so I’m making frumenty.” 
 
      
 
    “The honey and some fruit are already on the table,” Trish said. “I’ve got some tea on the table along with the sugar and butter.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing for me to do?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Dishes, when we’re done,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Trish told you about not being around much for the next few weeks?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we covered that,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking she could move in here with us after that, until we leave,” Cyra said a little hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be staying with Cyra,” Trish grinned at him. “Sleeping in bed with her— tangled in the blankets— when we eventually get to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re terrible,” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    “She is, indeed,” Stern said with a smirk at Trish. “I’m fine with her moving in and sleeping with you. I’ll let Jensen know and make sure to cover the cost if he wants more from us.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t bring much with me,” Trish said. “A Walker’s life is one of being on the move.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” Stern agreed. “A full pack, a few changes of clothing, and the gear needed for the runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast is ready,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trish left right after breakfast, giving each of them a quick kiss before she went out the door. Pawly was eating her kibble, slightly upset she’d not been provided any meat that morning. Cyra started stretching as Stern washed the dishes. 
 
      
 
    “Trish told me about what you two are planning...” Cyra said slowly. “About not going further than I go with her.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s better that way,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Is it? I feel bad that you have to wait because of me,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re thinking of it the wrong way,” Stern explained. “For my entire life, I was kind of certain I wouldn’t have a woman really interested in me, for obvious reasons. Now, though... now, two beautiful women are interested in me. Truthfully, I’m waiting for one or both of you to tell me it was a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “Never!” Cyra cried out, stopping her stretches. 
 
      
 
    Stern held up a soapy hand placatingly. “Fears don’t have to be rational. I’m sure you feel somewhat similar.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, slowly stretching again. “Why would either of you want me when you can have each other?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. The idea of going slow and making sure we’re all comfortable is for the best, even if it was hard to let Trish leave my room this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra glanced at him. “She said the same thing... then she pushed me against the wall and kissed me.” Her cheeks flushed as she said it. “She is… forward.” 
 
      
 
    “To put it mildly,” Stern chuckled. “Did it feel okay for you?” he asked after a second. 
 
      
 
    “With her, yes. It feels a little awkward, but I feel warm and comfortable with her. I think about you doing it and I start to tense some, but a part of me wants to try it badly, too. The idea of any other man doin—” She cut off, shuddering. Her eyes closed tightly as the fear and revulsion hit her. 
 
      
 
    Stern swayed, bracing against the counter as her emotions spiked. “Cyra, it’s okay. It’s just you and me here.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes snapping open, she wiped the few tears that had escaped away from her face. “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no apologies. It’s okay. I understand. I’m happy that the thought of me doesn’t do that to you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sniffed as she dried her cheeks. “Because you care for me... I know it. It’s in your every action. It has been since that first day. I remember you running up to help as I cried over my grandmother... Pawly pushing into my arms to help comfort me. You let her stay with me when I was taken to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “I do care for you, though more now than I did then. It was purely reflex to protect you before, but now, I want to.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked over at him, a soft smile touching her lips. “That makes me happy.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I can feel it.” 
 
      
 
    “That helps me,” Cyra said, “the fact that you’ll know what I feel.” 
 
      
 
    “It makes most people uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t know you, it might make me feel that way, too,” Cyra admitted, “but with my problems, it makes me happy. You can understand what I might not be able to say. All those times I felt love for you and couldn’t even hint at it myself...” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled softly as he finished the dishes. “It was different. Outside of my family, having someone care for me like that was new. Now, both you and Trish feel that way... her feelings are still newer, but they’re growing.” 
 
      
 
    “She told me about it growing,” Cyra said, a hint of amusement to her voice. 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed, drying his hands. “She’s rubbing off on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but she hopes to,” Cyra giggled, her face red. 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed with her as he moved to the open space of the room. “Stretching, running, and then training.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to spar with me today, right?” 
 
      
 
    “During the last hour of training, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern entered the training room just in time to see Cyra kicking Velina. The teacher staggered back a step and swayed in place. Cyra took that moment to bring her staff around at Velina’s legs. Shaking her head just before the staff connected, Velina wasn’t able to stop the sweep. When she crashed onto her back, she found Cyra’s staff poised over her. 
 
      
 
    “Good. The stun from your kick can change the flow of the fight,” Velina said. “It’s a shame it’s such a low chance of it working, or else you could easily control any fight you were in.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra said, offering a hand to Velina. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” Stern said as Velina stood up, “I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Velina said. “I’m going to have the two of you spar unarmed for a bit, then with staves.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra went to put the staff back in the weapon rack while Stern moved to the center of the mat. 
 
      
 
    Velina came up beside him. “She’s coming along well. I have no doubt that she can protect herself long enough to give others a chance to assist her in a dungeon. She told me that Trish will be joining her in two weeks?” 
 
      
 
    “We thought we should have two weeks of them training, then a week of the mock dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Just over a month,” Velina said. “Did you tell Grandfather?” 
 
      
 
    “He agreed,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” Velina went to stand a handful of feet back from them. “Standard sparring rules. Half of our time is going to be unarmed. Bow to each other.” They did, and Velina raised her hand. “Fight!” she called as she dropped it. 
 
      
 
    Stern rushed in, his eyes cold as he came at Cyra. Cyra felt fear rise up, but she pushed it down and kicked out at him. Stern slipped to the side of her foot, intent on grabbing her. 
 
      
 
    Cyra rolled with his throw and was back on her feet faster than Stern thought she would be. She blocked the few punches he threw before her foot slammed into his blocking shin— Stern felt his body lock up when her kick connected. Seeing him freeze, Cyra grabbed and threw him to the ground. When he shook off the stun, he found her foot poised over his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Break!” Velina called. 
 
      
 
    “That stun is a game-changer,” Stern said, taking Cyra’s offered hand. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra backed up, holding up a hand as she took a deep breath. “Yes. My fear was hard to control, but I did it, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it was me?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe...” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Are you willing to test it?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Velina, can you have another man come in to give her a single match?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... Is that wise? Cyra, you told me about what happened. It is possible that doing this will only make things worse.” 
 
      
 
    “If Stern’s here, I won’t worry as much,” Cyra said. “I know he’d protect me. I need to know if I’ll lock up.” 
 
      
 
    “Take a moment. I’ll go find someone,” Velina said before going out the door. 
 
      
 
    She returned a minute later with her grandfather and a man old enough to be Cyra’s father. “I thought maybe a double test would be best. Cyra, you’ve met my grandfather, and this is my uncle.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra bowed to them both. “Thank you for helping us with this.” 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather, if you will go first?” Velina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Winla said. “I will attack as swiftly as I can, but will moderate myself to what a lesser student would do.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded slowly, and focused on the old man. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    When Velina called for them to fight, Winla closed the distance with surprising speed for his age. Cyra felt a small spike of fear, but it wasn’t enough to stop her from reacting. The fight was over after a few exchanges. Winla slammed her to the mat with his fist poised over her. 
 
      
 
    “Break!” Velina said. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t panic,” Cyra smiled broadly. “I was okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Velina smiled. “Uncle, it’s your turn.” 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man bowed when instructed, staying silent as he did. When the fight started, he came at Cyra with a leer on his face. Cyra’s fear spiked hard and she backpedaled, her mind screaming at her to run. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Stern yelled. 
 
      
 
    Velina’s uncle stopped and backed away. 
 
      
 
    Cyra grabbed Stern and pushed into his chest, shaking. Stern put his arms around her gently, holding her. 
 
      
 
    “That was pronounced,” Velina said. “Thank you, Uncle, Grandfather.” 
 
      
 
    When Cyra stopped shaking, the other two men were gone. “I’m sorry...” she whispered, ashamed of herself. 
 
      
 
    “Why was it okay with Grandfather?” Velina asked gently. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t feel like he wanted to… do things to me.” 
 
      
 
    “But when Uncle sneered, you panicked,” Velina said slowly. “Is it intent, or age?” 
 
      
 
    “We can try to isolate it later,” Stern said softly. “I’ll spar with her tomorrow. I think we should stop here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that might be for the best,” Velina said. “Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Take your time,” Velina said kindly. 
 
      
 
    After a minute, Cyra sniffled and looked up at Stern, realizing he was holding her. “Sorry...” 
 
      
 
    “For what?” Stern asked gently. “Fear doesn’t have to be rational. Are you okay, now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but… don’t leave, please?” 
 
      
 
    Stern stayed as he was, holding her. “I’m not going anywhere. When you’re ready, I’ll let you go.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s so silly,” Cyra sniffled. “I panic at the thought of a man coming near me, but here... here, I feel safe. I know that you’ll protect me and won’t do anything to hurt me.” 
 
      
 
    “I can feel your happiness,” Stern said softly. “I’m happy to hold you, too. If you’re willing, we can work on finding out what panics you. This way, we’ll know what triggers you.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re here,” Cyra said, “or if Trish is.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. We’ll grab some food on the way home and I’ll cook tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we cook together?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Did you have a preference?” 
 
      
 
    “Chicken?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... I know a recipe you might like.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Two weeks came and went. Trish had come by for dinner twice, staying the night with Cyra both times. Each morning after, she would wake Stern with a few kisses, but left before they could go further. Trish was affectionate with Cyra every morning, too. They shared kisses and held each other, and they didn’t go beyond snuggling. 
 
      
 
    Cyra had committed to finding her triggers for her fear. She had a few setbacks, breaking down once or twice, but Stern was there for her, helping her feel safe. By the end of the two weeks, they had figured out that her triggers were men with lustful intent advancing on her and younger men who grabbed her. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Cyra was all smiles as they left the dojo. Stern smiled along with her, as Trish was supposed to move in with them tonight. The two were in high spirits as they left the butcher’s shop. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Feel free,” Stern told her. “I think you’ll be perfect tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to tonight for the last two weeks,” Cyra admitted. “Tonight, we become a crew of three.” 
 
      
 
    “Four,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I’d include her if she were here,” Cyra said. “She’ll love the chicken you got her.” 
 
      
 
    “She loves anything she gets, as long as it’s meat.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Cyra laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Did you want to get a bath as soon as we get back?” Stern asked. “I can start the prep for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Cyra said, leaning in to kiss his cheek. 
 
      
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Stern smiled. “You’ve been giving me kisses more often. It makes me happy.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been easier the last few days. You always being there to calm me is a big reason why. I feel safer with you beside me.” 
 
      
 
    “Trish will be joining your sparring sessions tomorrow. Are you going to try with just her there?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra chewed her lip for a second. “At least once, to see if she can calm me as easily as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope she can. If she can, we’ll have to try it with both of us there to see if that works better.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” Cyra fell silent for a minute before she asked, “Stern, what is the mock dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... you should have seen it during the dojo period of the academy,” Stern said grimly. “It’s what it sounds like, though— it’s a small two-to-three-room dungeon environment. You can run it as many times as you want, as there are no perks or loot associated with it. Any wounds sustained vanish when it ends. If you die then, when your group finishes, you can get back up.” 
 
      
 
    “I was never taken to it,” Cyra grimaced. “Skippy probably had something to do with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. The mock dungeon reflects the badge level of the crew inside it. For the three of us, it’ll be tin-tier difficulty. We’ll likely see more mobs in the rooms and they will coordinate.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. We all will. It’s just a taste of what might come, but it’s normally enough to give you an idea of how your fellow crew members react to situations. It should build our teamwork.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t we use the mock dungeons before every new tier, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Using a mock dungeon is expensive. Master Winla is being exceptionally giving to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you spar with him?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s an excellent fighter. Finding competition who can push him here is… difficult. I paid him for the mock dungeon, as well, but he gave me a steep discount.” 
 
      
 
    Entering the hostel, they greeted Jensen as they went past him. 
 
      
 
    “Go get your stuff and bathe. I’ll have things ready for you when you finish.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” Cyra smiled as she climbed the stairs ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern opened the door, his eyebrows going up when he saw Trish. “Damn, I’m intimidated,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed. “Let me in so I can get out of this.” 
 
      
 
    Stern let her in and watched Cyra as she looked up. Cyra’s jaw dropped, her eyes growing large. 
 
      
 
    “Wow... you’re even more impressive in that.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep the helmet,” Stern told her. “Suits you way more than it would me.” 
 
      
 
    Trish took the bunnicorn helmet off. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. With your armor, it just looks better.” Stern told her as he looked over her scaled armor. Trish had a shield slung over her shoulder and a hammer in a sling on her hip. The backpack she carried was stuffed as full as Stern’s normally was. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and drop off your stuff, Trish. I cleared a spot for your clothes in the armoire.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, sweety. I’ll be right out.” 
 
      
 
    Stern went back over to the counter, watching Trish go into the bedroom. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “My heart beat faster... it wasn’t fear, but you know that.” 
 
      
 
    “True, but giving voice to it is still good,” Stern said. “Besides, my heart did too. She isn’t overly large, but with her armor on, she exudes power and confidence. More than she normally does, which is saying something,” he added. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra said. “I’ll get the final sear on the steaks. Can you get Pawly’s chicken cut and plated for her?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Trish joined them a few minutes later. She was wearing a red silk shirt and a pair of tight black pants. A smile was on her face as she took her seat at the table. “That smells heavenly, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it tastes that good,” Cyra smiled as she brought a plate over to Trish. Bending down, she gave Trish a kiss on the cheek. “Enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I will,” Trish grinned. She looked at her plate and her smile softened. “You made my favorite.” 
 
      
 
    “She had it planned just for you,” Stern said. “All I did was prep. She did all of the cooking.” 
 
      
 
    Trish leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for helping.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Stern said, picking up the bottle of wine. “Can I pour for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just one glass. I don’t want to get drunk again. I didn’t like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Being drunk isn’t a lot of fun. At least you didn’t have a hangover,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Hangovers are unpleasant,” Trish said, “but if you drink enough water before bed, they don’t happen as often. I have only had a few. I had to be told how to not have them.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra set Stern’s plate down, kissing his cheek before taking her own seat. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s an improvement,” Trish grinned. “I’m glad to see it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s cheeks heated slightly. “He’s been very helpful and supportive.” 
 
      
 
    Stern picked up his glass. “Ladies. To our relationship and to our forming a crew.” 
 
      
 
    “I can drink to that,” Trish smiled broadly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, to us,” Cyra said, raising her glass. 
 
      
 
    Pawly waited for them to toast, then was the first one to start eating. Stern chuckled and picked up his knife and fork. The others followed suit, but Cyra took a small bite, watching Trish. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nice and pink still,” Trish grinned. “Looks like you conquered the steak portion.” She popped the bite into her mouth, letting out an appreciative sound as she chewed. 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Stern said, copying Trish. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s heart felt light. A wide smile grew on her face as she ate in earnest. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed happily, pushing his plate away. “Better than mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I can do better,” Cyra said as she set her utensils onto her empty plate. “I think a garlic rub on the steak and maybe a splash of the wine for the final sear.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, she already knows my secrets to make it better,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “I’m happy you both liked it, but I want to make it even better.” 
 
      
 
    “Make it better and I’m going to be unable to move after dinner,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe that’s my plan,” Cyra said playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Didn’t know you were into bondage,” Trish laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Food bondage is a new one,” Stern snickered. 
 
      
 
    Cyra was bright red. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Trish laughed, “but you’re so damned cute when you’re flustered.” 
 
      
 
    “So mean, even after I made you dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, poor fluffy bunny... come here and I’ll make it up to you,” Trish leered. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled and got to her feet. “You can make it up to me later.” 
 
      
 
    “She can now,” Stern said as he got to his feet and started collecting the dishes. “I have dish duty.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually,” Trish said, getting up, “you helped with dinner, so I should have the dishes tonight. I have to start pulling my weight now that I live here, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t object,” Stern said. “I’ll get some tea brewing.” 
 
      
 
    “Trish,” Cyra said slowly, “I told you about Stern helping me with learning my fear. Would you be willing to help me tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Just me?” 
 
      
 
    “Just for tomorrow. We want to see how safe I feel if it’s just you, then we’ll have Stern join in the day after to see if I feel even safer with both of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Methodical,” Trish nodded. “I approve. I do want to spar against both of you, too. Oh, Cyra, my bag has Stern’s armor. It’s on top of all my stuff. Can you grab it for him?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Trish,” Stern said, moving past her to get the tea ready. He paused long enough to kiss her cheek. “Welcome home.” 
 
      
 
    Trish felt a surge of warmth in her chest and she exhaled slowly. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I felt that, and I’m just as happy,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    “That’s weird, but I don’t dislike it,” Trish said. “Feels a little one-sided with only you being able to feel our emotions, though our first interaction makes so much more sense now.” 
 
      
 
    “If I could stop, I would,” Stern told her sadly. “I’d prefer the ability to feel how and when I want, and not everyone all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “I can understand that,” Trish nodded. “Tomorrow starts our journey together as a crew and as a family.” She glanced over at Cyra, who was coming out of the bedroom. “I haven’t felt this happy in… maybe ever.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra beamed. “I haven’t, either.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s unanimous,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Are you really going to spar in your armor?” Cyra asked Trish. “It looks so much heavier than ours.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and it is,” Trish said as she gathered the last of the dishes. “I got used to it before, and I hope I get used to it again quickly. Two weeks of sparring, then a week of the mock dungeon. That’s going to put us just after spring when we finally head north.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I heard something today. A rumor from Bloodstone,” Trish said suddenly. “The mayor lost his position. The bulwark of the Rescue Squad lead team went to the city.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra gasped. “The Hand of Law?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup, along with his wife. They heard that new Walkers were being discriminated against. When they showed up, they were told about you and Stern. The Hand went right to the mayor and forced him to resign. Some lawyer was sworn into the now-open position.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly, recalling the tall, broad-chested man they were talking about— the letter in his bag is why he’d shown up in the city. Since the Hand hadn’t come to Darkstone, it meant that he was trusting Stern to be okay. Stern chewed his lip and wondered if his parents already knew. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the mayor will come after us?” Cyra asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra breathed easier. “Thank the Goddess.” 
 
      
 
    “They stayed in the city for a few days, talking to everyone who wanted to speak with them,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Did he bring his wyvern mount?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Scales of Justice? Yeah. I wish I could have seen it,” Trish sighed, “though that name is ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we’ll get the chance when we go north,” Cyra said with bright eyes. 
 
      
 
    Stern watched them and smiled, thinking about how they would react if he told them he knew the man personally. He stopped himself from telling them, feeling a little bad, but still wanting to keep it secret as long as possible. I should send him a letter, though, thanking him for not coming to check on me. I’ll step away from the dojo for a bit tomorrow and do that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    The next two weeks were nearly a blur for Stern. Every morning was fresh torture of Trish waking him with a kiss and, as the two weeks came to an end, a little bit of grab-ass. The idea of Trish and Cyra having done the same was nearly driving him insane with desire. Cyra had managed to kiss his cheek multiple times a day, and even let him hold her on occasion. 
 
      
 
    The training had proven that Trish could calm Cyra if she panicked. Even better, when both of them were in the room, she didn’t panic and run, confident that they were there for her. 
 
      
 
    During their sparring, Stern was the best unarmed fighter of the three of them, Cyra’s kicks could win any fight if she happened to get a stun, and Trish was hard to defeat when she had her weapon and shield. 
 
      
 
    They thanked Velina repeatedly on their last day of training until she told them that she would be the one controlling the mock dungeon. They thanked her for that, instead, and promised a celebration dinner at the end of the week. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The soft lips on his brought Stern out of his sleep. His arms went around the person kissing him on reflex. When she stiffened and pulled back, Stern blinked and found not Trish, but Cyra. He released her immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, I’m sorry,” he said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “No. No, it’s me,” Cyra exhaled slowly. “I wanted to wake you up for once. I didn’t think about what else might happen besides a kiss.” 
 
      
 
    “It was nice,” Stern said. He’d felt the love as he woke before the fear popped up when he held her unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    “It was...” Cyra swallowed. Leaning down, she paused just inches from him. “You can hold me now.” 
 
      
 
    Stern was about to say something, but Cyra kissed him again. Stern did as she suggested, hoping she was right. His arms went around her waist, but held her loosely so she wouldn’t feel trapped. 
 
      
 
    Cyra pressed into the kiss, going from light to a deeper one that held the heat of passion. Stern groaned into the kiss, letting her lead it. His arms tightened around her without thought. 
 
      
 
    A soft moan came from Cyra and her tongue brushed his lips before slipping into his mouth. Stern groaned as his libido raced and he tried to hold back. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Cyra pushed away from him and was across the room, panting heavily. Her eyes were bright as she stared at him. “I… I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern shuddered. “Breaking it there was good. I was starting to think of going further, and that is your choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Should I ask Trish to come in?” Cyra asked softly, her eyes drifting down his body. 
 
      
 
    “No. We haven’t gone far yet, either. I’ll be out in a few minutes, after I calm down.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra licked her lips, then nodded. “Is it always… so difficult?” 
 
      
 
    “Holding back, but wanting more? Yeah. I’ll never complain, though. The fact that either of you, much less both of you, are interested in me is nearly enough to keep me sated by itself.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blushed, looking at the floor. “I feel warm, like I do with Trish. You make me want to kiss you again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d gladly accept as many as you’ll give,” Stern said. With a sigh, he sat up and swung his legs out of bed. The floor wasn’t as cold as it had been over the last month, but it was still enough to help him. “This morning might not be the best time, though.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s eyes had gone to his waist before jerking away, her face burning hotter. “Right… I’ll go help with breakfast!” she blurted, then rushed out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly— his body was humming the same way it did when Trish woke him. “Pawly, why don’t you ever warn me?” he muttered. He knew that she left when the women came to wake him, and she did it without her normal claws or extra-weighted paws. “Maybe they suborned her? Bribed her with food.” Chuckling at the idea, he stood up and set about getting ready for the day. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t go too far, did you?” Trish asked when Stern came out of his room. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t see Cyra. “I didn’t think so. Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    “Take over for me,” Trish said, leaving the stove. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” Stern said, suddenly feeling like shit. 
 
      
 
    He found the eggs were nearly done and the sausages were already separated out for them. He spotted the bread, butter, and jam set on the table. Glancing at the bedroom door, he sighed and finished cooking off the eggs before plating them and taking them to the table. 
 
      
 
    Should I check on them...? No, let Trish handle it. I’ll just wait for them to— Stern’s thoughts cut off when he heard a sound he hadn’t expected. Blinking, he turned to look at the closed door. Was that... what I thought it was? 
 
      
 
    A second later, a slightly louder repetition came from the room. Stern’s face flushed. He knew that sound, having heard it occasionally in the past. 
 
      
 
    Well, I didn’t expect that, he thought, his face burning hotter. 
 
      
 
    Turning back around in his chair, Stern cut a hunk of bread off and buttered it. His mind wanted to supply the images to go with the sound, but he kept forcing them away. The door opening and closing had his face heating again. 
 
      
 
    Trish joined him at the table, wearing a pleased smile on her lips. She leaned in close to him and spoke in a whisper, “You did fine. Got her a bit too worked up, apparently. I had to give her a helping hand.” 
 
      
 
    Stern had thought he couldn’t get any redder earlier when he heard Cyra orgasm, but Trish just proved him wrong— he was certain he could cook the eggs on his face at this point. 
 
      
 
    “You know what this means?” Trish breathed into his ear. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s head jerked side to side as he tried to calm down. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you a helping hand tomorrow,” Trish purred. 
 
      
 
     Stern’s eyes bulged and he swallowed as his face burned hotter. “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    Trish kissed his cheek. “Thanks. I’d been hoping to start being more physical with you both.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shuddered involuntarily as he tried to calm down. His nerves felt frayed and on fire, and his brain kept providing him ideas about what Trish would do to help him tomorrow morning, each more graphic than the last. 
 
      
 
    The click of the bedroom door opening again made Stern’s breath catch. He jerked slightly when Pawly suddenly appeared in the chair across from him. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” Cyra’s voice was barely audible as she took her seat. She wasn’t looking at Stern, staring firmly at the table. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern croaked, then cleared his throat. “Cyra, you’ve nothing to apologize for.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all,” Trish said with a smile. “I’m actually very happy.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s cheeks heated. “It wasn’t fair to him.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Stern said. “Really.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I promised to help him tomorrow morning,” Trish added. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face grew redder and she blinked at her plate. “Oh, o-okay. That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “This is awkward...” Stern muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” Cyra agreed with an awkward laugh. 
 
      
 
    “You’re both fucking adorable,” Trish giggled. “Stern, are you upset with me helping her or about her needing some release?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Stern said instantly. 
 
      
 
    “See, Cyra?” Trish smiled. “Now, will you be upset when I help him tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Cyra said quickly, then shifted in her seat. “Umm…” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” Trish giggled. “Making you squirm again, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Trish... easy,” Stern chuckled. “Breakfast is going to get cold, and comments like that aren’t going to help the two of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Trish relented. “I’m so damned happy, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I can feel that, as well as Cyra’s excitement and embarrassment.” Stern glanced at Cyra. “I also have those feelings. You’re not alone.” A spike of love from Cyra hit him and he smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said, taking a deep breath. “No more talk on that right now. We have a mock dungeon to run soon.” 
 
      
 
    Trish sighed. “Fine. I’ll behave... for now.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly had been eating her sausages the entire time they talked, her eyes tracking each of them in turn as they spoke. Having finished her food, she meowed softly and gave Stern pleading eyes. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled, Cyra giggled, and Trish laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I’ll give you a little bit more,” Stern said, cutting half off one of his links. 
 
      
 
    “Willing to give the women in your life what they want? Good,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head. “Thanks for keeping that clean.” 
 
      
 
    Trish winked. “You asked me to stop for now. You know what I could’ve gone with.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah I do.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra watched them, chewing her lip. “It’s bad, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Bad and oh so good,” Trish replied with a wicked laugh. 
 
      
 
    Stern started eating— after all, they did have a mock dungeon to run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    “If you all fall, we stop the run,” Velina said, finishing her explanation of the mock dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to go,” Stern said. His hands touched his daggers on reflex. 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded. She was holding a staff in her hand, wearing a dagger on her belt, and had a sling-bag over her shoulder, filled with items they would need if it were a real dungeon. “I think I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Trish strapped her shield on, pulled her hammer, and nodded. “Feels good.” 
 
      
 
    Velina stepped away from the shimmering portal. “Three rooms. It’s the most we can do, and the first is empty, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get Pawly ready there,” Stern said. “Don’t be surprised by her, Velina.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Velina laughed. “See you in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Trish stepped into the shimmer and vanished, followed by Stern, then Cyra. The dungeon was much like the first Stern had entered— a natural cavern with stalagmites and stalactites. Stern summoned Pawly and gave her all the buffs he could. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, she’s a badass,” Trish said when she glanced at Pawly. “You take point?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and slinked toward the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    Trish followed her, the soft, rhythmic shink-shink sound of her scale armor moving clearly audible in the quiet room. Cyra was behind Trish and Stern came last, his daggers already in hand. 
 
      
 
    Pawly paused by the tunnel, looking back at Cyra. Cyra focused, then shook her head. Trish caught the exchange and pursed her lips, clearly thinking. With the all-clear given, Pawly entered the tunnel, leading them to the first room of monsters. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel twisted and turned, ensuring that there would be no line of sight into the next room. It was good, because no monsters would see them earlier, but bad because it meant they wouldn’t see the monsters, either. 
 
      
 
    Pawly paused at a turn, then backed up a few steps. Cyra focused on her perk. After a few seconds, she held up two fingers. Trish nodded, and Pawly crouched low and slunk around the corner. Trish moved forward and peeked around it. 
 
      
 
    A room similar to the one where they’d prepared greeted her— stalagmites and stalactites broke the room apart. She caught sight of one of the monsters and took a slow breath. Trish looked back at the other two and mouthed a single word. 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded while Cyra’s brow furrowed. 
 
      
 
    There was suddenly a yowl and an anguished scream. Trish rushed around the corner, making a beeline for the creature she saw. Cyra followed her and Stern came in behind her. Cyra blinked at what she saw while Stern cut between her and the room, ready to attack anything that got close. 
 
      
 
    Trish closed on the two-foot-tall humanoid. It spun on her, its bone club raised to strike. She dipped her shield to block it and her hammer came around. She grunted at the impact and turned her head away as the bone shattered sending fragments flying. Her hammer slammed into the small creature, deforming its chest and sending it flying. With a hollow thunk, it slammed into a rock outcropping, sliding bonelessly to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “How many?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked before focusing on her perk. “Three… er, two,” she corrected after a second of hesitation. Pawly’s hunting yowl came a heartbeat after. “Right!” she yelled. 
 
      
 
    Stern spun and threw his dagger— it caught the creature in the chest and staggered it back, but then it came forward again. The club in its hand was a human leg bone with clear chew marks. Its skin was a shade of gray that blended into the stone cave, but its eyes were a dark red that almost glowed from sunken pits in its overly large head. 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked at the ugly-looking creature, wondering how it could be a real threat. She had her staff ready to keep it back if it got past Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern waited a moment for it to close the distance, then leapt forward. His second dagger slammed into its neck. Without a sound, the creature slumped to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Clear,” Trish said as she came back to them. 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, staring at the dead mob. “What are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Bakruma. It’s a cave spirit. They eat anything dead and then use their bones as weapons,” Stern said. “They have the strength of an adult human, so don’t let its small size fool you.” 
 
      
 
    “They hit harder than I remembered,” Trish said. “They’re normally resilient, but they have weak points in their necks and the small hard stone that animates them. A solid hit to the chest breaks the two ribs that hold it in place, killing them.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to study more,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “We can do that in the evenings,” Stern said. “We fell out of habit when we got here.” 
 
      
 
    “Was that my fault?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. We just focused on everything else,” Stern told her. “Between you and me, we should be able to cover most things.” 
 
      
 
    “Please?” Cyra asked. “Why are their heads so big?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. That’s just the way they are,” Stern shrugged. “I’m sure a legend says why, but I only studied about how to kill things, not all the legends behind them.” 
 
      
 
    “Same,” Trish nodded. 
 
      
 
    Pawly came back to them carrying three dead bodies with her— one in her mouth and two wrapped in her tentacles. She dropped them at Stern’s feet proudly. 
 
      
 
    “All yours, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a beast,” Stern chuckled, petting her side. 
 
      
 
    “So there were five total,” Trish said slowly. “The others must have been out of range to start.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to apologize for, we’re learning. We’ll have to keep in mind that what we think we know going in might be wrong,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “One more room, and it should be more of these,” Trish said. “I need to stay back with you two. I went too far ahead on that attack.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why we’re doing this,” Stern said. “Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    “I partially froze,” Cyra admitted. “I wasn’t expecting people-shaped monsters yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Just keep in mind they aren’t people,” Trish said. “They’re monsters. When we get into the mid-tiers, we’ll be fighting things that are more human than these things. Always remember that they aren’t people— they are monsters, and they will kill you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra took a deep breath and nodded. “I can do this. I want to hit one in the next room to get used to the idea, please.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Stern said. “Breaking the mindset of them being people is hard for most. Now, for the tough part... some dungeons will end up with two types of mobs that are opposed to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bit off yet,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but in those dungeons, talking to the monsters is a valid way of defeating the dungeon,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “It might confuse the situations we’ll be in to start,” Trish countered. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a fair point.” 
 
      
 
    “Some dungeons have competing factions?” Cyra asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and you can ally with one side to wipe the other out. It shouldn’t happen for a long time yet, though it’s something to keep in mind. Not all dungeons are about killing all the mobs, but you should always be ready to kill and protect yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cyra said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a smile. Trish did one better, leaning in to kiss her cheek while being careful because of her bunnicorn helmet. Cyra smiled at them and felt her hesitation fade. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me… or Pawly,” Trish said, as Pawly was already several feet away, waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    The next room was the same as the first. When they attacked, Trish defended and retreated with one of the bakrumas, leading it back toward Cyra. Stern stood apart from them, waiting for more to come at them. Pawly’s yowl from farther into the room let him know she was attacking some of the mobs. 
 
      
 
    When Trish got the one bakruma back to Cyra, she turned to the side so Cyra had a clear shot at it. The creature was focused on Trish, its bone club having survived multiple hits against her shield. 
 
      
 
    Cyra jabbed as hard as she could with her staff at the back of the creature’s neck. A sickening crunch vibrated up her staff and the thing fell dead at her feet. Cyra swallowed as some bile rose in her throat, forcing it back down. 
 
      
 
    “Trish!” Stern called, as three of the creatures were rushing at him. 
 
      
 
    Trish ran to him, reaching him at the same time as the bakrumas. Stern’s dagger plunged into one of their necks while Trish slapped another across the room. The third almost managed to hit Stern with its club, but Trish was suddenly in his place taking the blow instead, and he stood where she had. A second later, Cyra’s staff knocked the thing to the ground and Trish’s hammer pounded it into the stone floor. 
 
      
 
    “Was that your perk?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Trish said, scanning the room. 
 
      
 
    “All gone,” Cyra said, having felt for any life. 
 
      
 
    Pawly came trotting to them with four of the monsters on her back. 
 
      
 
    “She loves showing off how much better she is,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Pawly shook the dead off at their feet and began to preen. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” Trish grinned, giving Pawly a light pat on the side. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she is,” Cyra smiled. “After we finish our runs through the dungeon today, we should get some fresh fish for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed and bumped her head into Cyra’s leg. 
 
      
 
    “How did it feel?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Cyra took a shuddering breath. “Sickening. I can do it, I’d just rather not.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is fine, as long as you don’t hesitate,” Trish said. “We’ll be doing our best to keep you protected as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Touch the orb and we’re back in the room,” Stern said. “Velina will need a bit to reconfigure things, but we should be able to do one or two more dungeons today, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Trish took her helmet off, then leaned in to give Cyra a brief kiss. “You did well.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra felt warmth suffuse her. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You did,” Stern said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. 
 
      
 
    Cyra leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed from underneath the glowing orb that had appeared in the middle of the room. 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming,” Stern laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    All three of them felt good about their first day of training. The second dungeon had them against wolves in a forest, which had been harder to deal with. They came from every angle, but they’d managed with Stern being the only one to be bitten. The third dungeon was an open plain against metal-taloned birds. The lack of ranged weapons hurt them there, but they still made it through. 
 
      
 
    “You’re slowly getting to understand each other,” Velina said, greeting them at the end of their last run. “You definitely need some ranged weaponry. Crossbows are the easiest choice, as they are quicker to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m stuck in that regard, unless I want to give up the shield,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra and I can do the ranged fighting. You can keep us safe,” Stern said. “It’s just a small stop on the way home to pick them up.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you pick them up, and Cyra and I will get dinner started?” Trish suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you three tomorrow,” Velina told them before leaving. 
 
      
 
    “I could,” Stern said. “Anything else I need to get?” 
 
      
 
    “A new bottle of wine?” Cyra suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Can do. See you there.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Trish kissed him soundly. “See you at home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you?” the slim, red-skinned, infernal woman asked from behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Crossbows,” Stern said. “I need two of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can go over the different varieties,” the shopkeeper said, giving him a curious look. “I don’t mean to be rude, but are you an irregular?” 
 
      
 
    “At least you didn’t call me blighted,” Stern said a little stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t be wandering the city if you were. I met another irregular once, years ago. They looked much the same... blighted or a corpse given life. Poor woman was hated by nearly everyone and shunned by even more.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s not pleasant,” Stern grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Apologies. What kind of crossbows did you want? We have different sizes to start with,” She pointed at the display on the wall behind her. “Each of them has a couple of different ways to cock it.” 
 
      
 
    Stern pointed to some of the smaller ones, avoiding the smallest. “Neither her nor I are going to brute strength anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... so a light draw,” the shopkeeper said. “There’s the lever; the windlass; the stirrup; and the newest one I’ve had in, a pneumatic.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the difference?” Stern asked. A smile touched his lips, as he’d heard the last word before. 
 
      
 
    “Cost and how they arm. The windlass is the cheapest. It takes the least amount of raw strength, but is the slowest to cock.” She pointed as she spoke. “Stirrup is next in line. It has fewer parts, but it costs a bit more. The materials it’s made from give it better durability. The lever is the fastest and over a long fight, still is, but it takes arm strength to make it work. The pneumatic is nearly as fast as a bow. It cocks itself and has a stack of bolts that slot in as it’s fired.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the last one and smiled again. He knew where the idea for it had come from, but he hadn’t expected to see them so soon. “How does the last one work?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a whole explanation unto itself. Unless you’re going to buy it, I’d rather not go into it, and it’s the most expensive crossbow I have. Not only is it a new thing, it has two rune slots.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly— that was going to cause it to eat a lot of money. “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “A gold.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at the shopkeeper with wide eyes. “Holy fuck, seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I already told you the reasons why, but I should also point out it can punch through armor like one of my biggest crossbows. Unless you have the coin, I’m going to skip explaining everything about it. After the first five people asked and didn’t buy, I grew upset, so I’m not inclined to waste my time again.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair.” Stern touched his belt and thumbed out the coin he wanted. “I’m interested.” 
 
      
 
    The woman looked at the gold in surprise, then smiled broadly. “Well, good sir, let me explain the wonders of this new crossbow.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled it down off the wall to show him as she explained, and even then, it took her some time to go through her spiel. It all boiled down to an air rune and enchantment that combined when it was fired. The woman called the container for the bolts a magazine, and Stern smiled. When the magazine was inserted into the slot, a bolt would drop down and the crossbow would arm itself. 
 
      
 
    “Where did this thing come from?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “An artificer up in Winterspring started selling them. I have a cousin up there who bought a few and sent me one to resell. This was the cheapest of them all.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet,” Stern said. He pointed at the magazine. “I want at least two of these, if you have an extra. I also need a stirrup crossbow and a hard quiver for its bolts.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that,” the woman grinned. 
 
      
 
    Stern placed the gold he was holding on the counter and then pulled out a silver and set it beside the gold. “Enough?” 
 
      
 
    “A little low, but since you’re buying the big one, I’ll call it good enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she grinned. “Just give me a moment to gather everything for you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m home,” Stern said, entering the suite. “I have crossbows.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re just getting started on dinner,” Cyra said. “You have plenty of time for a bath.” 
 
      
 
    “What is that one?” Trish asked, having seen the blockier-looking crossbow. 
 
      
 
    “Something new. I can explain it after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, okay,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Stern slowed as he moved toward his room. Trish was wearing an apron to cook, but she didn’t appear to be wearing a shirt under it. 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “He noticed.” 
 
      
 
    Trish gave him a wink. “Am I distracting you?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a trick,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Trish turned around so he could see the strapless dress she was wearing underneath her apron. “I’m not naked under it, but I bet you had hoped I was.” 
 
      
 
    “Guilty,” Stern admitted. “Okay, now I need a cold bath. See you both in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed and Cyra giggled as Stern went to his room, then left the suite. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When he returned from his bath, Cyra and Trish had the bottle of wine open and had glasses near them at the stove. The scent of the stew filled the room, and Stern’s stomach growled audibly. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back. Dinner will be ready in another half hour,” Trish said. “It just needs to cook a little longer. The problem with stews is that they take time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern agreed. “Since we have the time, let me grab the new crossbow and I’ll explain it to you both. It’s going to be the next big thing.” 
 
      
 
    Trish and Cyra sat on the single sofa in the living space, leaving the chair open for him across the coffee table. He brought back the empty magazine, the full one, and the crossbow. He’d get the second magazine loaded later, but for now, it would help him explain things. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, this is a new type of crossbow that was made by an artificer up north. It has two open rune slots on it, and we have runes we can slot into it right now, if we wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “That must have cost a good bit,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I have every confidence that it’ll last us a good long while,” Stern said. “Okay, first thing— it works off something called pneumatic theory...” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “That’s amazing,” Trish said from the stove, having gone to check on the stew. “How did he even come up with the idea?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good question,” Stern said. “If we get to Winterspring, we can ask him.” 
 
      
 
    “Were you going to use this one or the other one?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s something we’ll have to decide,” Stern said. “It’s heavier than the other crossbow, so I was considering making it my primary weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “That would probably be for the best. We want Cyra to look as unthreatening as possible,” Trish said. “That will matter more during the dungeons with thinking monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to practice with the other one, then,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “We have a week left of mock dungeons. We’ll get you some practice in environments we’re likely to see,” Trish said. “Okay, dinner’s ready.” 
 
      
 
    The beef stew was thick with vegetables and meat diced into bite-sized chunks. Despite the amazing smell, the flavor was a little more bland than Stern was expecting. 
 
      
 
    “Should have used a bit more seasoning,” Cyra said. “It’s good, but we can make it better.” 
 
      
 
    Trish sighed. “Yeah. I wanted to make at least one meal all on my own, though.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s still good,” Stern said. “Cyra is right— some more thyme and garlic would elevate it.” 
 
      
 
    “And pepper,” Trish said. “I agree. I’d just hoped it would be better than it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither of us is complaining,” Cyra said, patting Trish’s leg. 
 
      
 
    “I know. I should have paid more attention to it as it cooked. Between teasing Stern and learning about the crossbow, I didn’t focus enough.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a nice dress,” Stern said. “Red really works for you.” 
 
      
 
    “If I had longer hair, it would be even better, but helms and long hair are a pain.” 
 
      
 
    “I like you with the short hair,” Cyra said. “I don’t exactly have long hair, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Still longer than mine. I can get my hands in yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Trish, Mom has a haircut very similar to yours for the same reason. Some women can make it look good. You’re in that number.” 
 
      
 
    Trish rubbed a hand along her head. “Well, if you both like it...” 
 
      
 
    “We do,” Cyra nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Just as we both like Cyra’s short hair,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Funny that you have the longest hair out of all three of us,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Unruly, as my mother called it,” Stern said. “But if I cut it short… I don’t like it.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t ask you to cut it,” Cyra said, seeing the flash of discomfort when he’d spoken. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. Better for me to hold you in place,” Trish winked. 
 
      
 
    Stern coughed, his cheeks heating. “Yeah, I thought you’d say something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I do have to ask something,” Trish said seriously. “Virgin?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said, looking even more uncomfortable. “I… uh... visited a place once. It didn’t go well. She didn’t like the way I looked.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we both do, so no worries there. Cyra’s a virgin, so we’ll both have to go slowly with her.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra flushed, not meeting their gazes. “I refused the offers that were made to me when I lived on the street. I wanted it to be special.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt his heart skip a beat. “Nothing wrong with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides, we’ll make it special,” Trish said, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “Special twice, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “You obviously aren’t,” Stern said to Trish, trying to pull the conversation away from Cyra’s uncomfortableness. 
 
      
 
    “No. The first few times, it was special, though,” Trish said, a hint of sadness radiating off her. 
 
      
 
    Stern set his spoon down. “To change the topic, I had a question, but it might be something you don’t want to talk about.” 
 
      
 
    Trish raised an eyebrow at him. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Steve?” 
 
      
 
    Trish inhaled slowly. “Steve was part of my old crew… can we change the topic for now?” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked at the heartache that welled up inside of her. “Of course. We’re here for you when you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra said, covering one of Trish’s hands with hers. “We want to help you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s lips twitched at the corners as she looked at Cyra’s hand. “Okay, but later.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Stern said. He’d felt the heartache fade when Cyra covered Trish’s hand. “We did pretty good today. Some things to work on, and we have six more days to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “With the crossbows, we won’t have the same problem with the birds,” Trish replied, leaving her hand under Cyra’s. “I’ll be working on staying closer to you both so I can use my perks more effectively.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to figure out when is the best time to use my healing,” Cyra admitted. 
 
      
 
    “Combat, when it looks like it’s going to take us time to deal with the monsters,” Trish said. “We have salve for afterward, and we can even use a healing potion or two while we’re fighting. Your healing will be best used when things are hot and heavy.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Stern said. “Your healing is what can turn something horrible into something manageable.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel a little useless, at times,” Cyra admitted. “Just standing back there, waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “I can understand that,” Stern said, “but you’re our lifeline. If you want, we can see about you using the crossbow instead of the staff?” 
 
      
 
    “We could, but I still want her to appear non-threatening,” Trish said. “Hard to do if she’s killing things.” 
 
      
 
    “Between Pawly, you, and me, I don’t think she’ll be seen as the biggest threat,” Stern said. “We can give her a go with the crossbow in the next few days and see how it goes.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “And now, I have dish duty,” Stern said, getting to his feet. “Thank you for the meal.” He moved over and kissed Trish, then stepped over to Cyra and bent to kiss her cheek. 
 
      
 
    Cyra turned her head and kissed him on the lips instead. “Good night,” she said before suddenly getting up and going quickly to her room. 
 
      
 
    Stern watched her go, wearing a smile on his lips. “I felt that...” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... She might need me,” Trish said as she stood up. “See you in the morning. I’ll make sure to get you up... and wake you up, too.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted as he collected the dishes. “I doubt you’ll ever have trouble with either of those.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope not,” Trish grinned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Soft lips and warm hands woke Stern. Blinking sleep away, he found Trish lying in bed beside him. “Good morning,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, indeed,” Trish murmured, watching him. 
 
      
 
    Sleep faded away and Stern recalled what Trish had said she was going to do when she woke him. He met her eyes, but he didn’t see lust, nor did he feel it from her. “Trish? Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, just remembering. Sorry. I came in here to get you up, and even out of bed in time.” 
 
      
 
    Stern reached out and gently stroked the back of her head. “Why don’t you tell me, instead? I can feel it and, while there is interest there, something’s weighing on you.” 
 
      
 
    Trish started to object, then sighed. “If I’m going to tell you, I’d rather tell both of you at once... But this isn’t entirely fair to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m kind of used to life not being fair,” Stern told her. “Besides, right now, someone I care for needs me to be here for her.” 
 
      
 
    Trish met his eyes and kissed him. Softly, her lips touched his, trembling as the heartache burst from her. Stern pulled her close. He held her as their kiss lingered, even when he felt and tasted the tears flowing from her eyes. Their lips were barely touching, but Stern didn’t push the kiss; he was just there to comfort her. 
 
      
 
    After a minute, Trish pulled back enough to hiccup a rough sob. “Sorry...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern said softly, rubbing her back in small, gentle circles. “You have no need to apologize to me. You’re helping Cyra, and I’m here for you.” 
 
      
 
    Sniffling, Trish tried to get ahold of her emotions. “Do you… do you recall the first time you came into my shop?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t fear or hate you.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’d known an irregular before...” Trish whispered, closing her eyes and staying where she was in his arms. 
 
      
 
    Stern held her, soothing her as best he could. The door cracked open an inch and a single green eye met his. He crooked a finger at Cyra and she opened the door all the way before moving to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “I heard crying,” Cyra whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I failed...” Trish sniffled. “I was looking forward to what I was going to do, but then…” 
 
      
 
    “Who was the irregular?” Stern asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Steve,” Trish whispered. “I met him in the academy. No one would talk to him. They shunned, hated, and feared him. I spoke to him when we got to the mock dungeon portion of the class and went in with him. The two of us formed a crew for the class and did the first dungeon together.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra joined Stern in rubbing Trish’s back, listening. 
 
      
 
    “We formed a bigger crew, and I invited people. We lost a lot of them when they met Steve. He always felt horrible about it... he was constantly apologizing. When we hit the first tin dungeon, we had a full crew. We did amazing— we celebrated that night and we all drank a lot. That was the first time that I slept with him...” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed hard. Her emotions had consumed him, and he was crying along with her as he soothed her. Cyra wiped his tears with one hand, rubbing Trish’s back with the other. 
 
      
 
    “On the way to the fifth dungeon, Steve and I had started a relationship. The time between dungeons, traveling between them, were some of my happiest days. After the fifth dungeon... the group fractured. Three of our crew had picked up perks they wanted from the start and were done. That left, Steve, me, and Abigail.” 
 
      
 
    “But you ran the next one,” Cyra said softly when Trish paused. 
 
      
 
    “I got two others to join us,” Trish whispered. “We went in, so full of ourselves, having breezed through the last two. An open-jungle dungeon with hunting cats and snakes... Steve, Abigail, and I all died.” 
 
      
 
    Stern was surprised— she had told them previously that she’d cleared the sixth dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “The remaining two registered with the Walkers to have us retrieved. They put up what they had, but it wasn’t a lot. The payoff was on the low-end of the scale. When I was reborn, I found out that I’d been dead for three years.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re reborn? Like me?” Cyra asked, surprised but also a little happy that someone else understood what she had gone through. 
 
      
 
    “Reborn,” Trish nodded. “Abigail was the first one brought out. She got money from her family and upped the pay-out... Not for me, just for Steve.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt the spark of anger and had a good idea of what she was going to say next. 
 
      
 
    “When he was reborn, she was there for him, not me... I don’t blame him. Abigail was good-looking, the fucking cunt that she is. She promised him she’d try to get more money together to increase the reward for collecting my shards. In the meantime, she had him move in with her. Time passed and he grew to care for her.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra hiccupped, tears starting to flow. Her heart ached for her lover. 
 
      
 
    “When I was reborn, they were there to greet me... They had their baby with them.” Trish said, the anger dying off. “I didn’t fight for him. I thanked them and left. I learned later that Abigail had never increased the reward for my shards. Did you know that you don’t age when you’re a shard? I’m only a handful of years older than you physically, but I’m nearly a decade older than you by birth.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t matter to me,” Stern murmured. “Do I remind you of Steve?” 
 
      
 
    “A little, because of your condition. It’s one of the reasons I didn’t hate you at first sight. Getting to know you, though... I found out you’re very different than he was. I like you for who you are, but coming in here this morning brought back the memory of my first time with Steve.” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled a shuddering breath as her emotions lost their hold on him. “Okay. Not today.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry...” Trish said softly. “I feel like a bitch. I know you were looking forward to this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shifted, placing a finger against her lips. “Life happens. Thank you for telling us.” 
 
      
 
    “You ran the dungeon again?” Cyra asked, trying to distance the story from the reason Trish was apologizing. 
 
      
 
    “A couple of months later. It took me that long to get out of my depression. I joined a crew that could take one more. It wasn’t a good crew at all. They fought with each other about stupid shit, but I didn’t find out until we were already inside. Half of them died, but we finished it. I grabbed my perk and pooled the rewards to get the coin together to have the dead reborn. The other two survivors left after that. I did quests and upped the reward for the shards so the dead wouldn’t be waiting for years. Once they were all reborn, I came here to start a life without dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “And now, you’re going back in,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    “With you and Cyra. Maybe I’m an idiot... I ran away from being a Walker once, died once, but now I feel excited to go with you... I’m a fucking wreck.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re our wreck,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole...” Trish sniffled, then kissed him gently. 
 
      
 
    “You’re our bulwark, lover, and friend,” Cyra said. “We all have problems, but together, we’ll overcome them.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Trish said, tilting her head and pursing her lips. 
 
      
 
    Cyra obliged her with a kiss. “I’m going to get breakfast started. Take your time, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra kissed her again, then left the room. 
 
      
 
    Stern shifted slightly, but continued to hold her. 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “My leg is numb,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Trish snorted, got off him, and wiped at her face. “So much for sexy fun.” 
 
      
 
     Stern pushed himself up. He put a leg to either side of her, then wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. “Yeah, but probably only for today. Besides, seeing this side of you just makes me love you more.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it the snot? I bet it’s the snot.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the puffy eyes and the salty tears,” Stern said, deadpan. 
 
      
 
    Trish snorted, then leaned back into him. “You know, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “How much you love me right now? Yeah. It makes me happy. Besides my family and their closest friends, you two are the only ones who have ever felt this way toward me. I don’t want to lose it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to make this up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Stern said. “I’m just glad to hold you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you for breakfast,” Trish said, then tilted her head to the side of his. “Kiss my cheek and send me off?” 
 
      
 
    Stern kissed her cheek and let her go. “Go on. I’ll be out once I get my stuff together.” 
 
      
 
    “See you soon,” Trish said before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Stern watched her go, then rubbed at his face once the door had shut. With no one else in the room, he was able to untangle his emotions. He still cared for her, more than he had last night, and sharing that piece of her soul had been intimate in a different way. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, he gathered his things. Before we leave the city, I’ll tell them... They have a right to know if we’re going to try making this relationship work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    “I still need work,” Cyra said when they finished the last mock dungeon run for the day. “But I’m getting better.” 
 
      
 
    “You are,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be good by the end of the week,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Velina added. “From the first run to the third, you’ve improved.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll keep working at it.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious as to that crossbow, Stern,” Velina said. “It fires quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a new type,” Stern said, holding it out to her. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, we’re going to pick up dinner and head home,” Trish said. “See you there?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be along shortly,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    “Can you explain it to me?” Velina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern said as Cyra and Trish left them there. “Okay, first, let me remove the magazine so we don’t have any accidents.” 
 
      
 
    He spent the next hour going over the crossbow with her. 
 
      
 
    Velina shook her head. “That’s going to change how people view crossbows. The mechanism behind it could be expanded to other things, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure the crafter is already working on some of them,” Stern said. “You don’t make something like this without seeing where else the basic idea could be used.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s very true, but this… it lets you fire as quickly as a trained bowman, yet anyone can pick it up and use it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just the cost that’ll keep it prohibitive,” Stern agreed. “Wouldn’t be surprised if Walkers turn to this as their preferred ranged weapon once they advance far enough to afford them.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Sorry for keeping you for so long. You three are starting to find your places together. It’s always nice to see. I’ll see you all tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, and we’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    Stern left the dojo behind, surprised that the sun was so low in the sky— he hadn’t meant to stay so late. He walked quickly, knowing the women would be waiting for him if he took too long. 
 
      
 
    “Stern,” Jensen called to him as he entered the hostel. “Question: Cyra said you’d be leaving in a handful of days. Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “A week, at the most,” Stern replied. “We’ll be done with training by then.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... okay.” Jensen looked around to make sure no one else was nearby. “So, what’s the story?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Trish and Cyra? You? Come on. I know you’re not that dense.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re trying to find our way together,” Stern said. “It’s why we asked if she could move in.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d thought it was just forming a crew. So, spill. Have you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly. “Jensen, if I had, I wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s not my place. They would have equal say in telling people our business.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen rolled his eyes. “That’s so lame.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shrugged, leaving Jensen behind. He knew Jensen had just been trying to do the male-bonding thing, but that topic always rubbed him the wrong way. Some things should be kept between the people who engaged in those acts. I would’ve been more than willing to talk dungeons, weapons, or anything else... 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Stern said, entering the suite. 
 
      
 
    “You have enough time for a quick bath,” Trish said, “so get going.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Stern said, responding to the tone of her voice out of reflex. 
 
      
 
    Trish arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Is that how it is?” 
 
      
 
    “Mom could be strict as hell,” Stern replied. “And no, I don’t think my proclivities run that way.” 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t know for sure,” Trish said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Stern thought about it, then shook his head. “No. Now I’ll go get that bath.” Cyra was puzzled about the conversation, but Stern wasn’t going to try explaining it. He grabbed his things and left. 
 
      
 
    As Stern shut the door, he heard Cyra start asking, “Can you explain what you two—?” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lips pursed as he considered Trish’s question. I really don’t know... Considering my family, it really could go either way. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “That was good,” Stern sighed happily. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra’s the best cook in the house,” Trish said. “I was only helping her.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cyra smiled. “Having all the seasonings and fresh food makes it much easier to make a good meal.” 
 
      
 
    “It really does,” Stern agreed. “You do a great job. I think you’ll only get better, too.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blushed slightly. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get started on these dishes,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Trish said, getting up and taking his hand. “You’re coming with me. Cyra already agreed to handle the dishes tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Stern asked as Trish led him away from the table. 
 
      
 
    “See you in the morning,” Cyra said, watching them go. 
 
      
 
    Stern realized what she meant when Trish shut his door behind them. “Oh...” 
 
      
 
    “You’re good with me sleeping in here tonight, aren’t you?” Trish asked from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Uh... y-yeah,” Stern stuttered slightly, his mouth going dry. 
 
      
 
    “We really will be sleeping,” Trish giggled. “Well, in a bit, anyway. Cyra and I talked it over when we came home. We agreed that it’s best if I sleep in here tonight and see if she’s really okay with that. Also, I want to do what I failed to do this morning... but only if you’re okay with it, too.” 
 
      
 
    Stern turned around, meeting her eyes in the darkening room. “I’m not going to say no, Trish. Are you sure, though?” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s lips twisted into a wicked smile. “Yes. Now, to be fair to Cyra, we aren’t going to do everything.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded mutely. The memory of his one attempt at sex came crashing back to him. 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong?” Trish asked, having been advancing on him. 
 
      
 
    “Just remembering the one time I tried anything before,” Stern said, exhaling slowly as he felt her emotions. “It won’t be the same this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. I find you attractive. I’m sure that was unpleasant for you.” 
 
      
 
    “To put it mildly.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we start with something different?” Trish asked, sitting on the bed. “Come join me.” She patted the bed. 
 
      
 
    Stern did so— his palms felt sweaty, his mouth dry, and his breathing was uneven. “Wow, I’m nervous as hell.” 
 
      
 
    Trish giggled. “Glad to know I have an effect on you.” 
 
      
 
    “You do,” Stern said, taking a seat next to her. “You always did. I was tempted to go back to your shop after clearing the first dungeon to see if you were serious.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I was afraid,” Stern admitted. “I used the idea of having to advance quickly to lie to myself about it. I was afraid you’d laugh and kick me out or that it’d end like the other…” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have kicked you out, and it wouldn’t have been like what you experienced before. However, we probably wouldn’t be here now, and honestly, I prefer this.” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed against the lump in his throat. Her emotions were high, and he could easily feel the happiness, lust, and a touch of fear. “Why are you afraid?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because I want to make tonight special for you. You and Cyra deserve so much love, and I want to give it to you both… I’m also afraid that I’ll make a mistake and this won’t work.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we all have that fear.” 
 
      
 
    “We do, if you do. Cyra and I already talked about it.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to force things,” Stern said slowly. “If we do more than kiss and cuddle, I’ll call it a bonus.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed lightly. “Oh, I want more than just that.” She stood up abruptly and turned to face him as the dying sunlight fled. A second later, the sound of a striker came just before the lantern in his room light. “Now,” Trish said, “we should get ready for bed.” 
 
      
 
    Stern sat there motionless as Trish began to strip. His hands shook a little as she shed clothing piece by piece. His throat might have been dry before, but now, it was a desert. Trish’s pale skin gleamed in the lantern light. Freckles dotted her body along with her scars. The only clothing she left on were her panties. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll err on the side of caution tonight and keep these on,” Trish said, touching the waistband. “Can’t accidentally go too far with them on.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded dumbly as he drank in the sight of her. 
 
      
 
    “I see that you like me,” Trish snickered, her eyes dropping to his waist. “Why don’t you join me? It’s silly for me to be the only one who’s practically naked.” 
 
      
 
    Stern jerked upright and stripped off his clothing. Trish went past him to the bed, pulled down the blanket, then slipped onto the sheet to watch him. Stern’s face burned as he exposed himself to her. 
 
      
 
    Trish murmured appreciatively when he took his shirt off, showing her his abs. “Oh, you do have hard, lean muscles.” 
 
      
 
    When he lost his pants, he was acutely aware of his straining flesh barely being held back by his underwear. Trish patted the bed and he went to lie beside her. Her lips found his and she pushed him onto his back, taking control of the situation. Stern moaned into the kiss as her smooth, hot flesh pressed into him. 
 
      
 
    Kissing led to hands exploring each other. The lust in the room built and built, and Stern lost himself in it. When Trish’s hand touched his straining flesh, he gasped and his whole body bucked in her hand. Trish took his hand and guided it to what she wanted. She moaned when his hand began to explore her in return. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, both of them shuddered, finding release within seconds of each other. As they lie there panting, Stern was finally able to think as the lust ebbed. 
 
      
 
    “Better?” Trish asked, kissing his chest. 
 
      
 
    “No wonder my parents were always doing similar...” Stern laughed. “My whole body is tingling.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Trish murmured. “Let me get something to clean up with.” 
 
      
 
    She grabbed a scrap of cloth and wiped herself, then him, down before climbing back into bed with him. He had slid to the wall and held her as she draped a leg over his, snuggling into his side. 
 
      
 
    “Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “Will you tell me about your scars?” He felt her flinch and a spike of embarrassment. “I wanted to kiss them all. I find them attractive.” 
 
      
 
    “You do?” Trish asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “They show you for the warrior you are. I find that sexy.” 
 
      
 
    Trish giggled and kissed his chest. “Maybe next time? I feel kind of sleepy right now. And if you start kissing them, I’ll want more.” 
 
      
 
    Stern yawned, suddenly tired himself. “Hmm... Okay.” 
 
      
 
    After a few seconds, Trish sighed, rolled out of bed, and snuffed out the lantern. Climbing back into bed, she snuggled right up to him again. 
 
      
 
    “Trish? Thank you. I… that was amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad,” Trish murmured. “And Stern, it gets better. Just wait.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded. He placed his arm around her shoulder as she used his for a pillow. “I will. I hope Cyra’s okay in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Both of them worried and hoped as they fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trish woke up first— it was pitch black outside. She had shifted in her sleep at some point. Her head was pressed to Stern’s side and she could hear the slow, steady beat of his heart. She exhaled slowly, thinking about the relationship. With a smile, she kissed his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” Stern murmured as he blinked himself awake. “Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “Right here, lover,” Trish said, kissing his chest again. “How about we get up and cook breakfast for her?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    “But first...” Trish shifted up and kissed him. 
 
      
 
    Soft lips found his and Stern felt the love that radiated from her and his own love for her. It was a warmth that grew in his chest. His arms went around her reflexively, but he didn’t push. It was a long, lingering kiss that eventually came to an end. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, indeed,” Trish giggled. “If you keep poking that at me in fun, I might take it seriously.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted, then laughed. “You’re terrible and... I love you.” The last three words came after a pause. 
 
      
 
    “Weird, isn’t it?” Trish asked softly. “I mean, I was interested before, but it wasn’t love. Now... it is, for you and her. The heart is a strange thing.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Follow your heart,’” Stern murmured. “Mom always says that, and I think she’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope to meet her eventually,” Trish said softly, wondering if she was going too far. 
 
      
 
    “If we stay together, you will,” Stern said. “If you shift like that again, I’m going to have real trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Trish snickered and got out of bed. “Not this morning. This morning, we make breakfast and make sure Cyra’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You going to wake her like you did me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Trish said as she got dressed in the near-total darkness. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Stern watched her get dressed, and the sliver of moonlight coming in was enough for him to see her. “Eggs and sausages?” Stern asked as he swung his legs out of bed. 
 
      
 
    “We all enjoy it,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll get it started. You can go wake her up.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    Stern went to the pantry and collected the items he needed before going to the stove. As he started getting ready, Trish slipped into Cyra’s room and, a second later, Pawly came out. 
 
      
 
    “How are you, fur-face?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed and rubbed against his legs. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a minute to get this started and then I’ll give you some love.” 
 
      
 
    Stern had the sausages cooking and was just standing up from petting Pawly when he heard a now-familiar sound coming from Cyra’s room. His ears burned, but he smiled and focused on the food. 
 
      
 
    He was plating their breakfast when Trish and Cyra came out of her room. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Cyra said hesitantly. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” Stern said, giving her a large smile. “That should be my question, though.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra walked to him, then hugged him hard. Stern was caught off-guard, and her emotions were a tangled mess. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s okay...” Stern murmured. He wanted to hold her, but she’d pinned his arms to his side. 
 
      
 
    Cyra looked up at him. “I was a little jealous that she was with you. If… I wanted…” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say yes,” Stern said softly, meeting her green-eyed gaze, “but only when you are ready. Please don’t rush, Cyra. I want you to be fully happy and okay with everything.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sniffled, her emotions flaring high. “You’re too good for me.” 
 
      
 
    “And I love you, too,” Stern said. He bent his head, but that was only enough to kiss the top of her head. “Trish loves you, too.” He flickered two fingers at Trish. 
 
      
 
    Trish came up behind Cyra and hugged her. “He’s right, Cyra. When you’re ready, you and I will go further, and in time, you’ll be able to do what you want with Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re fine with me taking her away from you?” Cyra asked Stern, watching his face. 
 
      
 
    “Taking her away?” Stern chuckled. “We’re both loving her. You aren’t taking her away any more than she’s taking me from you. Can I have my arms?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra let go of him and started to apologize. 
 
      
 
    Stern put his arms around her so his hands rested on Trish’s back. “Shh... See? You’re loved by us both. None of us is taking from the others. We’re going slow with you because you’ve been hurt. Just because it isn’t visible doesn’t make it any less painful to you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sobbed and held him tighter. 
 
      
 
    “The good thing about a multiple-partner relationship is that you have multiple people to love you and help you get past things,” Stern said. “When you’re ready, I’ll welcome you with a smile, but I don’t want you to hurt yourself by pushing too fast.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right,” Trish murmured, kissing Cyra’s ear. 
 
      
 
    “How did I get so lucky?” Cyra sniffled as she held him, and was held by them both in turn. 
 
      
 
    “I ask myself that every day now,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was just me,” Trish added with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Cyra laughed, sniffling. “Thank you. I’m good, now.” 
 
      
 
    Trish let her go, but Stern just leaned back a little to look down at Cyra. “Are you okay? With her and me?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded. “Yes, because I believe you when you say you’ll be ready for me. Just… next time… will you come kiss me awake?” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s eyebrows shot up, but he smiled broadly. “Yes, but only kisses until you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blushed red and squirmed in his arms. “Okay... and when I’m ready?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly do more, eagerly and willing the entire time.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face burned hot and she slammed into him again, squeezing him tight. “Okay.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    The last three days went by with little difficulty. Cyra improved with the crossbow, hitting her targets more often than not. The mock dungeons gave them a good variety of monsters and terrain, so they were feeling good about working together as a crew. 
 
      
 
    Trish woke Stern on those mornings, though she didn’t stay in his room again like the first time. Stern wondered why, but hadn’t pressed her on it— he was sure it had to do with Cyra. As it was, the mornings had been a little more than kissing, leaving them both happy and wanting more. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    With the last mock dungeon completed, the three of them grinned. Pawly bumped into Stern and he patted her side. Both Cyra and Trish joined in, making Pawly purr contentedly. When the dungeon faded, they all looked at Velina, who was wearing a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, again,” Stern told Velina. 
 
      
 
    “We appreciate it,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “A great deal,” Cyra added. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to help. You three have a solid base now. Oops, sorry,” she chuckled, seeing Pawly looking at her. “You four have a solid base now.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed, moving over to bump her head into Velina’s gut. 
 
      
 
    Velina laughed and rubbed Pawly’s ears. “You’re very helpful to them. I’m sorry I didn’t include you to start with.” 
 
      
 
    “We arranged for dinner at Goddess’ Delight,” Stern said. “You and your grandfather are invited.” 
 
      
 
    Velina’s eyebrow rose. “Hmm? I hadn’t thought you’d opt for the best place in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a big celebration,” Stern said. “I wanted to show our thanks for all you’ve done for us.” 
 
      
 
    “We were a bit shocked at what he decided, as well,” Trish said, “but he’s not wrong. The training here is a big reason we’re as comfortable together as we are in combat. That’ll be a huge advantage for us.” 
 
      
 
    “And I know how to defend myself now, more than just flailing,” Cyra added. 
 
      
 
    “Your points are made,” Velina said. “I will inform him. I will be there, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    “The reservation is set for seven,” Stern said. “We wanted to make sure we had enough time to bathe and get things sorted. The three of us are going to be leaving the city tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I will see you all at seven,” Velina said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at his bag and exhaled. Besides the clothes he was wearing tonight and the outfit he had set aside for tomorrow morning, all of his stuff was packed. Going to tell them at breakfast tomorrow... Why am I so damned nervous about it? It’ll be fine. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, we’re ready,” Trish called from the living room. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, he left his room with a smile on his lips. His steps slowed as he took in the two women. Both of them were smiling at him, and his heart beat faster. Their happiness filled the room. 
 
      
 
    Trish was wearing a red dress that went to her calves, but it clung to every curve she had. Thin straps held it to her shoulders, and the neckline was a straight line that showed the upper curves of her breasts. Her blue eyes twinkled as she watched him look her over. 
 
      
 
    Cyra had on a green dress that came to just below the knee, leaving her thin, but toned, legs on display. It had short sleeves, and the neckline of the dress was a modest vee, giving a hint of her breasts without revealing more than their upper swell. She was chewing her lower lip as she watched him, waiting for his comments. 
 
      
 
    Stern brushed at the vest he had on over a buttoned shirt, wiping the sweat off his palms. He swallowed and tried to form the words that he knew they were waiting for. The women thought he looked dapper in his black suit, and both of them enjoyed the sight as much as he enjoyed seeing them. 
 
      
 
    “You both look beautiful,” he finally managed to say. “Different, but just as radiant as the other.” 
 
      
 
    Trish smirked, canting her hip. It accentuated her curves even more and made him realize she was not wearing a bra or panties underneath. “Glad you like it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled her relief, a bright smile on her lips. “You look very handsome yourself, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    Stern coughed, looking away. He’d always thought he looked like a newly-embalmed corpse in a suit, but the emotion behind her statement had him reconsidering. 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Trish added. “You look very attractive.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern croaked before clearing his throat. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t know how to take us complimenting him,” Trish laughed lightly. “We’ll have to make sure to do it often to help him.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra giggled. “Yes. We should help him.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern exhaled, feeling a bit better. “We need to get going. Did you both get everything packed? 
 
      
 
    “We have everything ready,” Trish said. “I just need to put my clothes in your room for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt his heart speed up and his face flush. “Oh, yeah? Before or after dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you two go head down to the lobby and I’ll be right there?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern offered his arm to Cyra. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra took the offered arm as Trish had told her to. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked down the hall, Stern felt the need to compliment her again, “Your dress really brings out your eyes. You look very lovely tonight, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra flushed and pressed into his side a little. “It’s a little more daring than I was going to wear, but with Trish in her dress, I wanted to do more. She’s very forward, and I’m trying to be her equal.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to be as forward,” Stern told her. “Your shy, reserved manner is equally as attractive. Your dress is a good match for how I see you. Attractive with a hint of daring, but still reserved.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra flushed more, but she was smiling and her happiness soared to new heights. “You’ll have to wake me tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed as her meaning dawned on him. He hadn’t gone to wake her yet, and while his libido hoped she’d do as much as Trish, he knew she wasn’t ready for that. “I shall awaken the princess with a kiss,” Stern said, thinking back to the stories his mother had told him as a kid. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Cyra asked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, a story my mother used to tell me. A princess fell asleep for years, unable to be awakened by anything or anyone, until her prince came to her. He gave her a kiss which roused her from her slumber.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face burned. “Yes. You’re my prince, and I’ll be your princess.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s face flamed at how she took the story and he swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, did I miss something?” Trish asked, coming up behind them as they reached the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Stern realized he’d been walking slowly as he talked with Cyra. “Uh... just promising to wake her tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell her the whole thing,” Cyra said, squeezing his arm. 
 
      
 
    “It’s about a story Mom used to tell me,” Stern said, relating the snippet of the story as they went down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Trish snickered when he finished. “Ah, so you’re my princess?” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why I didn’t want to tell you,” Stern sighed. 
 
      
 
    Jensen looked up as they crossed the lobby, his eyebrows going up as he studied the women. “Ladies, good evening to you. If either of you wants a companion later, I’m willing.” 
 
      
 
    Trish gave Jensen a long look before shaking her head. “Sorry. You’re not bad-looking, but I have the man I’m interested in.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra had shaken her head and leaned into Stern more. “No, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Jensen’s face fell. “Wow, rejected that badly?” 
 
      
 
    Stern smirked as he passed Jensen. “Sorry, man. Looks like I’m all they need.” 
 
      
 
    Trish took Stern’s other arm as they walked outside. “Well, not all I need. I still need Cyra, too.” 
 
      
 
    “And I need Trish,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “The only man they need?” Stern corrected. 
 
      
 
    “Acceptable,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Or want,” Cyra added. 
 
      
 
    “And I need you both, too,” Stern admitted. “Before we go tomorrow, there’s something I want to tell you both. I just want to put it off until then, please.” 
 
      
 
    They nodded and didn’t question him about it— all three of them were looking forward to dinner. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the Goddess’ Delight, they found Velina and Master Winla waiting for them. The old man had on a light-gray suit, looking distinguished and slightly formidable. Velina wore a simple, yet elegant black dress. 
 
      
 
    “Master, Velina, thank you both for coming,” Stern smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Nice dress,” Trish said, looking over the outfit. “It suits you.” 
 
      
 
    “As do both of yours,” Velina smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We are honored to be invited to dinner here with you,” Winla said. “It has been many years since I was last here.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go in?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “After you,” Winla said. 
 
      
 
    Stepping inside the richly-appointed building, Stern gave the man behind the podium a smile. “Good evening. We had a reservation for Stern, party of five.” 
 
      
 
    “The room is ready for you,” the receptionist said. “Please follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra walked beside Trish in the back of the group, her eyes wide as she took in the silk tapestries and silver lanterns. “I feel out of place...” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the decorations aren’t nearly as beautiful as you,” Trish said. “They’d have to do a lot more to be your equal.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra flushed and took Trish’s arm like she’d held Stern’s earlier. “That isn’t true...” 
 
      
 
    “It is in my eyes,” Trish said, kissing Cyra’s cheek. “You aren’t who you were, Cyra. Now, you’re our equal in everything. That’s part of being in a relationship.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stayed silent as she digested what Trish was telling her. Her eyes went to Stern at the front of the group and noticed how he seemed at ease. She glanced at Trish and, when she saw a hint of awe on her face, she felt better. If Trish was in awe, then it was okay if she was. 
 
      
 
    They were ushered into a room with a silver chandelier above a rich oak table. A man in a chef’s jacket was standing next to the other door in the room and, once the five of them were seated, he stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening and welcome. I’m your chef this evening. I have prepared a five-course meal for you. We have sautéed shrimp for the appetizer, which will be served shortly. The soup is a delightful shark fin soup with my own flair. The salad course will be a simple salad with a lemon vinaigrette to help cleanse the palate. The entrée is lobster tail with a filet mignon steak and then, to round off the meal, we’ll finish with the Goddess’ Tears, a dessert that can only be found here. There is a wine to match each course, but does anyone wish for something other than wine?” When no one spoke, the chef smiled. “I do hope you will enjoy.” Clapping his hands, the chef oversaw the three women who came into the room to serve them. 
 
      
 
    With the wine poured and the appetizer in front of them, they focused on the meal. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Walking home with Trish on his left and Cyra on his right, Stern felt elated. Dinner had been as excellent as he knew it would be, and Cyra had gotten more and more comfortable as the meal went on. 
 
      
 
    The conversation had been mostly about the food, though Winla did offer them praise for their training and wished them well as they advanced up the dungeon ranks. Velina agreed with her grandfather and added that they would keep their ears open to hear how the three of them were doing. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the experience,” Cyra murmured. “I’d never have thought I’d eat in such an extravagant place.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt we’ll do it often,” Stern said, “but I wanted to end our time here with something truly memorable.” 
 
      
 
    “That dinner will certainly help keep tonight memorable,” Trish said, “but I think the dessert when we get home will be even better.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra sighed sadly, though there was still an underlying happiness to her emotions. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy it. I’ll content myself with waking tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt a pang of sorrow for Cyra, but silently vowed to make it up to her when she was ready. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    Stern woke with a happy feeling in his chest. A soft snore and a leg over his let him know that Trish was still sleeping. When she’d gone a little further last night and used her mouth, Stern had thought he was in heaven. He’d been eager to return the favor — his ability to feel Trish’s emotions helped him find out what she liked best and let him bring her to a frenzy of lust. 
 
      
 
    As he lay there, he came to the realization that for Trish to have gone that far with him last night, meant Cyra and she had already done so. He swallowed at that mental image and his body responded accordingly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh... good morning,” Trish murmured, waking up when something tapped her leg. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stern apologized. “I just thought about why you offered what you did last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I see you like the idea,” Trish murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It’s very enticing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. She makes the cutest little sounds before she finally lets go. You’ll find out in time.” Trish looked outside, then grinned. “Looks like you woke up even earlier than normal.” She kissed his chest. “Maybe a quick repeat of last night?” 
 
      
 
    “Would any man tell you no?” Stern snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Some might, but I don’t think you will. Let me introduce you to something called a sixty-nine,” Trish murmured as she shifted. “This way, we can both enjoy ourselves at the same time. And yes, Cyra and I did this the night before last.” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed and let Trish lead. As his lust grew, so did his love for this woman who was patient and willing to show him so much attention and affection. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern took a slow deep breath, hesitating outside of Cyra’s door. It’s just a kiss... just a kiss. Calm down, he told himself. 
 
      
 
    “She won’t bite,” Trish giggled. “I might, though, if you like it.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted and took another calming breath. He cracked open the door and heard a snore. Opening it a little farther, he found Pawly watching him from on top of Cyra. He motioned to Pawly, who yawned, then leapt down. Purring, Pawly bumped his leg as she went past. 
 
      
 
    Shutting the door behind him, Stern felt his heart racing as he crossed the room to stand beside Cyra’s bed. Taking a knee beside the sleeping woman, he smiled softly at her open, peaceful face. Brushing back her ear, which was laying across her eyes, Stern paused. Cyra stirred slightly, rolling to her back and murmuring. 
 
      
 
    With another slow breath, Stern leaned in and lightly pressed his lips to hers. Cyra let out a soft happy sound and stirred again, her emotions rising as her lips parted. Stern let the kiss deepen and hoped it was the right thing to do. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, he leaned back. “Good morning, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    “My prince came to wake me...” Cyra murmured as she blinked sleepy eyes. “Are you here to take me away?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to make sure you’re ready for breakfast,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked at him slowly, her face heating slightly. “Oh... right. Umm... did you enjoy last night?” Her question was a little shaky. Her emotions showed her interest, but also a hint of fear. 
 
      
 
    “Trish is very understanding and willing to help guide me,” Stern said, his own face heating. “Yes, I enjoyed it. Did you?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s face burned hotter. “When she and I… yes. I’ve been thinking about us... you and me. I think I’ll be ready for a little more soon.” 
 
      
 
    Stern swallowed. “I’ll be here when you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Kiss me again?” 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled and did as she asked, leaning over to kiss her. Cyra let out a happy sound as she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back. He let her lead, matching her passion equally with his own. He kept a tight leash on his libido, which wanted to do more with her. 
 
      
 
    When the two of them came out of Cyra’s room, Trish gave them an eyebrow waggle. “That took a bit of time.” 
 
      
 
    Both of them flushed, but Cyra was the one to speak up, “You’re horrible. It was just kissing... but I did ask him for more than one.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” Trish smiled. “I almost have breakfast done. Why don’t you two sit down?” 
 
      
 
    They did as she asked and she brought out breakfast a minute later. 
 
      
 
    She had used up the last of their groceries— eggs, ham, sausage, cheese, and bread. They dug in, all of them focusing on the food, though Stern’s mind wandered to what he was going to tell them when the meal came to an end. 
 
      
 
    “Just need to clean the dishes, grab our bags, and head out,” Trish said once they’d all finished. 
 
      
 
    “Dishes are mine to do,” Cyra said, getting up. “It won’t take me long.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern said distractedly. “I can tell you what I wanted to while you clean.” 
 
      
 
    “I forgot you wanted to tell us something,” Trish said. “I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded, picking up the dishes. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay... My family... I haven’t said much about them. I left them because I wanted to make my own way up the ranks. Our time together and our relationship had made me realize I should tell you who I am. This way, you’re prepared in case it comes up later.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra went to the kitchen, listening as she began to get things ready to clean up. Trish sat back in her chair, waiting for him to say more. Pawly jumped to the floor, purring and winding through his legs to encourage him. 
 
      
 
    “My family is well known in the north,” Stern went on slowly. “Funnily enough, my father is married to three women, so this relationship isn’t all that odd to me.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s brows contracted at something tickling the back of her brain. Cyra just smiled as she washed the dishes. 
 
      
 
    “When I left my parents, all four of them, and their two closest friends, were about to go through the last starium-ranked dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Trish inhaled sharply as things fell into place for her. Her eyes widened as she stared at Stern. “You mean... you’re related to them?” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded slowly, watching her as he tried to untangle her emotions. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Squad group one, Darkhand,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra spun to stare at Stern, her eyes going wide. “You’re related to the head of Rescue Squad?” 
 
      
 
    “Seamus Masterson is my father. Of his three wives, all of whom wanted to be called Mother, my birth mother is Stacia.” 
 
      
 
    “But that means…!” Cyra whispered as the implications hit her. “The Hand of Law came because of you being arrested?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stern said. “He gave me a letter before I left. It clearly states that he has a vested interest in my well-being and that, if he’s notified, he will come and find out what has happened to me. His name is Gerald, by the way. He kind of hates the nickname, but his wife loves it, and he doesn’t go against Marysue.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra leaned against the counter, her mind whirling. “Would they…?” 
 
      
 
    “Know about your parents? It’s possible,” Stern said. “They weren’t well-known at that point in time. They were still climbing and making a name for themselves. They can help, though,” Stern said. “If they find out… would you still run with us?” He didn’t want to ask the question, afraid she’d say no. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Cyra blinked, then upon seeing his expression, her heart swelled. “I will never leave you.” 
 
      
 
    Trish watched them as she tried to gather her thoughts. “Stern? Or is it Alistern?” 
 
      
 
    “Stern, please,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You could easily have them help you achieve so much. Why are you doing it this way?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want to be seen as my own person. If I have them help me, people will all say I only made it because of them. I want to prove to my parents that I can be as strong as they are.” He paused, then spoke on, “That’s not true. I want to prove that I’m stronger. I want to find all of the dungeons and clear them. The Goddess has promised that anyone who clears all of the dungeons in this world will be able to speak with her. I have so much I want to ask her.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra and Trish stared at him before Trish stood up. “Fine. We’ll help you.” 
 
      
 
    Stern met her eyes and swallowed at the conviction in them. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra was suddenly beside his seat and knelt, taking his hand in hers. “Stern, unless you drive me away, I won’t leave. We are a crew, but more importantly, we’re in a relationship.” 
 
      
 
    Her green eyes sparkled as she stared into his, and his heart pounded. He reached out and stroked one of her ears without thinking. She closed her eyes and tilted her head, her lips pursing. Stern leaned over and kissed her softly. When he pulled back, his head was tilted up and Trish claimed a kiss of her own. 
 
      
 
    “I feel kind of stupid,” Stern said when Trish let him go. 
 
      
 
    “Did you think we’d storm out?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “It was a thought, or that you’d start asking about what my parents could do for us and calling me an idiot for not using them as much as I can.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra covered his hand with hers. “As little or as much as you want.” 
 
      
 
    “What Cyra said. Besides, they are helping you, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked away. “They gave me a lot when they sent me off. I know they hope I’ll tell them how I’m doing, at least.” He looked back at them and smiled. “So you know, my mothers will like you both. Karen will love you, Trish, and Julia will adore you, Cyra. My mother will try to coddle you both, and then ask when we plan on marrying and having kids.” 
 
      
 
    Both women flushed when he mentioned marriage and children. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for understanding and supporting me,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    That brought both of them from their thoughts, and they leaned in, kissing his cheeks on either side. 
 
      
 
    “I need to finish the dishes,” Cyra sighed as she got back to her feet. “Write a letter before we go?” 
 
      
 
    “I should,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Trish said, starting to laugh. “Your dad named Pawly, you said?” 
 
      
 
    “He did,” Stern said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “One of the most powerful men in the world gave your companion a dad joke for a name?” 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed. “Well, yeah. When you meet him, you’ll understand.” 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed, but her heart soared at his words. Stern hadn’t said if she met him, but when. Cyra looked over, her heart full of love because she knew he’d included her in that statement. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt his anxiety fade away as the love in the room soaked into him. Trish brought him some ink, a pen, and a paper, taking a seat beside him to pet Pawly as Stern wrote his family a letter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Character Sheets 
 
      
 
    Alistern “Stern” Masterson 
 
    Half-Infernal/Half-Human 
 
    Badge: Lead-3 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Infernal Heritage- Night Vision; darkness doesn’t constrain me. See in the dark. 
 
    Fire Resistance; not hot stuff. Fire doesn’t burn you as easily as others. 
 
    Empathic Soul; awash in a sea of feelings. Other’s emotions will always be felt by you. 
 
    Summoner; never alone in life. Summon an animal friend. 
 
    Improved Companion 1; best friends give back. Your summons will improve slightly. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
    Improved Companion 2; best friends keep giving back. Your summons will gain something new. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
    Improved Companion 3; best friends never stop giving. An additional improvement to your companion. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cyra Walot 
 
    Rabbit Lykian 
 
    Badge: Lead-3 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Lykian Heritage- rabbit; did you hear that? Increased hearing. 
 
    Elven Heritage- increased vision; I see you. The sharp eyes of an elf. 
 
    Powerful Kick; kicking ass and taking names. A chance to stun anything kicked. 
 
    Life Sense; life surrounds us all. Able to sense the living in a twenty-foot radius. 
 
    Minor Life; bandages? We don’t need no stinking bandages. Refresh an ally with life, close minor wounds, and negate the least of poisons. Usable once per day. 
 
    Extra Minor Life; you’re a walking healing kit. Minor Life is now usable three times a day. 
 
    Self-help; Don’t I count? Able to target yourself with any perk or spell that you use. 
 
      
 
    Trish Moxxy 
 
    Human 
 
    Badge: Tin-3 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Crafter; good with your hands. You have an innate skill for crafting. 
 
    Leatherworking; the dead can be repurposed. You have an innate skill for leatherworking. 
 
    Poison Resistance; it’s like water to you. You ignore minor poisons and are resistant to stronger ones. 
 
    Protector; saving others is in your blood. Trade places with someone next to you if they would be injured. Useable once per day. 
 
    Improved Protector; now, it’s a way of life. Protector is usable three times per day. 
 
    Thick Skin; good for ignoring the barbs of life. Your physical skin will become thicker, letting you brush off the least of troubles. 
 
    Dark Vision; Low-light? No problem. As long as there is some light, you can see as if a full moon is hanging in the sky. 
 
    Iron Skin; that tickled. You become more resistant to injury. 
 
    Weighted Blow; smash them hard. Your bludgeoning weapons hit harder. 
 
    Armorer; weapons are good, but armor is better. Making armor is easier for you. This stacks with Crafter and Leatherworker. 
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